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ABSTRACT

This work contends that Abel should be considered as a possible referent for hebel in
some contexts in the book of Ecclesiastes. The attempt to rightly understand the usage of
hebel has employed several translation philosophies, but the theory of hebel in
Ecclesiastes as a metaphor functioning with multiple referents best explains the variety
and complexity of its usage in Ecclesiastes. This thesis contends that Abel should be
considered an additional referent in cases where the usage of hebel is framed by the
concepts of death and transience, a relationship which is made stronger in nearby
allusions to Gen 1-4 in Ecclesiastes.

x

INTRODUCTION

Studies in the book of Ecclesiastes face a variety of challenges: uncertain
authorship, dating, and purpose are just a few of the difficult issues the interpreter must
face in understanding this complex and at times contradictory book. One of the most
important issues to face in understanding the main ideas of Qohelet’s work is the
meaning of ( הבלhebel) in Ecclesiastes. Variously translated as “meaningless” (NIV,
NLT), “vanity” (ESV, NASB, NRSV, NKJV), and “futile” (NET), it is a term that is
difficult to define in the context of Qohelet’s work. The meaning of the term outside of
Ecclesiastes is usually clear because of contextual clues, but the use of hebel in
Ecclesiastes is so central to the overarching theme of the book that the numerous uses of
the term in different contexts actually obscure its meaning. The most used and literal
meanings for hebel are “breath” or “vapor” 1 but these simple “material” terms fail to
accurately convey the varied shades of meaning this word takes in Ecclesiastes. The book
itself cannot offer contextual assistance in translating this word because in many ways
this term is the context of Ecclesiastes. Bookended by declarations of “All is hebel!”
(1:2 and 12:8), this term provides the core of Qohelet’s writing, removing common
contextual clues that could assist in translation. The challenge of translating and
understanding hebel in Ecclesiastes is considerable, as no single definition accurately fits
all of the 38 uses of the word in Qohelet’s work.

1

Ludwig Koehler, et al., The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Leiden; New
York: E.J. Brill, 1999), 236.
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In contrast to other common theories, Douglas Miller provides a solid framework
for understanding the complexities of this term with his “symbol” thesis of hebel, which
posits that the term functions as a metaphor with three distinct referents based upon
certain criteria: insubstantiality, transience, and foulness.2 Though Miller’s thesis solidly
advances the understanding of hebel in Ecclesiastes, there are further facets of meaning
left to be explored in connection with this key term. Specifically, Miller’s thesis fails to
take into account scholarly work on the connections between early Genesis and
Ecclesiastes. Arian Verheij, for example, notes clear parallels between the language of
Gen 1-2 and Eccl 2:4-6, and Bernard Maurer has additionally done extensive work on the
similarities between Ecclesiastes and Gen 1-4.3 Radisa Antic’s work has drawn more
specific parallels between the lives of Cain, Abel, and Seth and the text of Ecclesiastes.4
Combining these disparate areas of Qohelet studies, Russell Meek uses Miller’s
“symbol” framework and observations that connect Genesis and Ecclesiastes to propose
that the symbolic referents for hebel are various aspects of Abel’s life.5 Brian Toews
advances a similar thesis, suggesting that the Abel concept underlies the whole
substructure of the book to the extent that each use of hebel could rightly be translated

2
Douglas B. Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes: The Place of Hebel in Qohelet’s Work,
Academia Biblica (Series) (Society of Biblical Literature) (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2002).

Arian Verheij, “Paradise Retried: On Qohelet 2:4–6,” JSOT 49 (1991): 113–15 and Bernard
Maurer, “The Book of Ecclesiastes as a Derash of Genesis 1-4: A Study in Old Testament Literary
Dependency” (Ph.D. diss., Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2007).
3

Radisa Antic, “Cain, Abel, Seth, and the Meaning of Human Life as Portrayed in the Books of
Genesis and Ecclesiastes,” AUSS 44 (2006): 203–11.
4

Russell L. Meek, “The Meaning of  הבלin Qohelet: An Intertextual Suggestion,” in The Words of
the Wise Are Like Goads: Engaging Qohelet in the 21st Century, ed. Mark J. Boda, Tremper Longman, and
Cristian Rata (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2013), 245.
5
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simply as “Abel.”6 Though these viewpoints share a much in common with the present
study, this study argues for a more specific and moderate position. Rather than arguing
that “Abel” is the main force behind Ecclesiastes, the present study seeks to argue that in
addition to Miller’s three symbolic referents, “Abel” should be considered as a major
component of the symbol framework for hebel and a viable referent of hebel only in
cases where the key concepts of death and transience are present.

Brian G. Toews, “The Story of Abel: The Narrative Substructure of Ecclesiastes” (Paper
presented at the Annual Meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society, San Diego, November 14, 2007).
6

CHAPTER ONE: SURVEY OF MODERN APPROACHES TO THE
INTERPRETATION OF הבל

The use of hebel in Ecclesiastes is complex and at times confusing, which has led
to a wide variety of translations and understandings of the term. This chapter provides a
brief overview of the main philosophies behind the translation of hebel in the modern
period. The early history of translating hebel is dominated by Jerome’s understanding and
lacks any substantive variety of translation philosophy, but in the modern era different
translation philosophies have multiplied, each with their own merits and weaknesses.
Though major shifts in the “big picture” interpretation of Qohelet’s work have
affected the understanding and interpretation of hebel, it is beyond the scope of this study
to provide a full examination of these shifts. Modern attempts at a proper understanding
of hebel are great in number, but can be divided into four distinct understandings of how
the term should be translated: abstract, multiple senses, metaphorical, and symbolic.1

Abstract
Those who opt for an abstract meaning for hebel seek to establish a single
translation that applies consistently to all uses in Ecclesiastes. This is the philosophy
employed by Jerome in the Vulgate: the translation of hebel into various forms of the
same word, vanitas (“vanity”).2 Jerome’s choice of translation is further explained in his

1
Douglas Miller uses this helpful framework which accounts for the wide variety of translations
better than other commentators. He describes and debunks the first three, then proposes the fourth as the
thesis for his work: Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes: The Place of Hebel in Qohelet’s Work. (Atlanta:
Society of Biblical Literature, 2002), 2-15.
2

Biblia Sacra Juxta Vulgatam Clementinam (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2005).

4
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commentary on Ecclesiastes, and the commentary combined with the Vulgate text has
exercised considerable influence on interpreters of Ecclesiastes ever since. Craig
Bartholomew argues that Jerome’s interpretation of the book was so influential that it
“became the standard interpretation of Ecclesiastes up until the time of the Reformers.”3
This great influence concerns not only of the word Jerome used (“vanity”), but also of the
translation philosophy he employed: translating hebel using a single, abstract word.
Several modern Bible versions opt for the abstract understanding, translating it
variously throughout with single terms such as vanity (ESV) or meaninglessness (NIV).
Commentators such as Michael Fox have also adopted this viewpoint. Fox explains that
“No single English word corresponds exactly to the semantic shape of hebel as Qohelet
uses it, but it is possible to render the word by an equivalent that comes close to doing so
and that bears similar connotations. The best translation-equivalent for hebel in Qohelet’s
usage is ‘absurdity.’”4 Other abstract understandings of the term include zero,5
incomprehensible,6 and ironic.7 Though helpful as a translation philosophy to establish
consistency, this approach has been problematic because of the very high number of
“abstract” terms which can be applied to hebel. Which one is correct? The list above
names just a few of the many possibilities which have been suggested. Because there are

3
Craig G. Bartholomew, Ecclesiastes, Baker Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids,
MI: Baker Academic, 2009), 28.
4

Michael V. Fox, Qohelet and His Contradictions (Decatur, GA: The Almond Press, 1989), 31.

5

Harold Louis Ginsberg, Studies in Koheleth, Texts and Studies of the Jewish Theological
Seminary of America 17 (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1950), 1.
6

W. E. Staples, “The ‘Vanity’ of Ecclesiastes,” JNES 2 (1943): 95-104.

Edwin M. Good, “Qoheleth: The Limits of Wisdom,” in Irony in the Old Testament
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1965), 182.
7
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no clear criteria for establishing which term best represents hebel, making a clear case for
meaning in a particular text using abstractions is very difficult. While this approach has
done much to standardize the translation of hebel, it is not without major problems that
ultimately defeat approach.

Multiple Senses
A second framework for understanding hebel deals with multiple senses
(meanings) of the term. Commentators such as R.B.Y. Scott and James Crenshaw take
this viewpoint, arguing that no single word can rightly encapsulate all that Qohelet
conveys with his use of hebel. Rather than forcing a single meaning on a widely-varied
word, this framework uses context to determine what the most helpful translation for
hebel could be in a given text.
This viewpoint is also not without its difficulties. Suppose a translator chooses to
render hebel throughout Ecclesiastes using the multiple translations of empty, nothing,
transient, and vain.8 If this many renderings are used, the bookends of “All is hebel” in
1:2 and 12:8 lose their rhetorical force and effectiveness in the book because there is no
easily discernable conceptual core. This not only confuses the meaning of the book, but is
also unfaithful to Qohelet’s use of the single term hebel in his work and the engaging
wordplay he employs.
To resolve this problem, Fox suggests an important distinction between the word
used to render hebel and the understanding of what Qohelet means in a particular

8

This is not outside the realm of possibility. For example, the translation from the Jewish
Publication Society uses eight different terms throughout the book as noted by Fox, Qohelet and His
Contradictions, 36.
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passage. He explains: “We should distinguish the qualities that evoke the particular
hebel-judgments (ephemerality, inequity, inefficacy, futility, nonsense) from the meaning
of hebel. If we render hebel by terms designating the qualities that evoke the hebeljudgments, not only does the leitmotif disintegrate but the judgments become banal.”9
Though different qualities of the term may be present, one translation should be
maintained to keep the rhetorical force of the bookend passages of Ecclesiastes. In this
statement Fox relays an important linguistic concept that helps in the understanding of
hebel, but does so in way that is not yet fully formed. This concept will become key in
the proper understanding of hebel for this book as the “Symbolic” view expands on Fox’s
statements here with more precision.

Metaphoric
Understanding these translation difficulties, Fredericks and Kathleen Farmer both
argue in similar ways for a “metaphoric” sense of hebel.10 This point of view is similar to
the “abstract” view in that it argues for a single meaning (transience), but differs in that it
argues that each use of hebel draws meaning to the reader’s mind through the use of a
metaphor (breath). This somewhat technical explanation distinguishes the lexical
meaning of the word from how it is understood by the reader. Practically, this means that
each instance of hebel in the text is translated as “breath,” but is understood to mean
“transient,” like the length of a breath.

9

Fox, Qohelet and His Contradictions, 37.

10

Fredericks, Coping with Transience and Kathleen Farmer, Who Knows What Is Good? A
Commentary on the Books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, ITC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991).
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A simple example of this idea can be drawn from Eccl 2:17: “So I hated life,
because what is done under the sun was grievous to me, for all is breath and a striving
after wind.” In this example, hebel is translated as breath but is understood by the reader
to mean “transient.” The metaphor framework solves the lexical challenge that hebel
presents in Ecclesiastes: other understandings require translations that fall outside the
usual semantic range of hebel, but this framework uses the word’s meaning as established
in many other passages throughout the Old Testament. This view, in essence, makes the
same argument that Fox does in the quote above: hebel should be understood to represent
a quality while maintaining a single translation. The difference here is that Fredericks and
Farmer argue that the single translation should be the standard lexical meaning of hebel
rather than an abstract term.
Despite the many advantages of this view, there are also difficulties because some
uses of hebel do not fit the “transient” meaning well. One example of the difficulty of this
approach appears in Eccl 5:7, which reads: “For when dreams increase and words grow
many, there is breath; but God is the one you must fear.” Understanding hebel as
“transient” in this passage is difficult, as the context here seems to have no suggestion of
the length of life. Another difficult passage to incorporate in this view warns the reader
against working too much (4:7-8). Although “breath” could viably be translated in these
cases, understanding the breath metaphor as “transient” or “fleeting” in this passages
would be extremely difficult and awkward for the reader.

9
Symbolic
To solve the varying problems of these other approaches, Douglas Miller builds
upon the “metaphoric” idea but attempts to circumvent its difficulties by arguing for a
“symbolic” interpretation. His approach employs the technical term “symbol,” which
refers to a metaphor with multiple referents. This view holds that hebel is a metaphor
(vapor, a slight change from Fredericks and Farmer), but that it is tied to three referents
rather than one.11
A simple, well-known example in English will help illustrate this idea: consider
the word “green.” Like hebel (breath, vapor), it has a clear, concrete meaning: the color
green. It can, however, also be understood as a metaphor/symbol with multiple referents.
For example, consider the sentence: “She was green.” Though removed from any
surrounding context, most would consider it obvious that the sentence is not
communicating that the person in question is actually the color green. Given the proper
context, however, one could understand that the woman may either be inexperienced,
jealous, or concerned about the environment. These meanings are akin to Miller’s three
referents for hebel: transience, insubstantiality, and foulness.12 Miller’s approach solves
the problem of difficult passages that do not fit the single referent of “transience” in
Qohelet’s work while still maintaining a single standard translation of hebel. Though
complex, Miller’s view of how hebel is used in Ecclesiastes is solid in its basic
expression. The present study uses this view as a foundation while adding another
element of understanding to it.

11

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 15.

A possible biblical example of this could be the New Testament term “Babylon,” which has
several possible referents in various contexts.
12
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The Approach of This Study
This study contends that while Miller’s approach to the translation of hebel in
Ecclesiastes is correct, there is another referent in addition to Miller’s suggested three
referents: Abel, one of the two brothers mentioned in Gen 4. The surface connection
between the two is clear: Abel’s name is hebel; in the context of Gen 4 his life is short
and so He is named “breath.” This study seeks to establish that it is possible that Abel is
an intended fourth referent hebel in some of its usages in Ecclesiastes.
The viability of this thesis depends upon an understanding of how language and
metaphor is processed in the human mind. To suggest Abel as a referent of hebel is a
simple task; to establish the likelihood of this suggestion is much more difficult. Biblical
words do not come loaded with meaning, but rather depend on contextual and linguistic
markers to inform the reader of what each word means in a particular usage. James Barr
notes: “Linguistically, it is the syntactical complexes, in which the lexical items are used,
and not the lexical items themselves, which constitute communication.”13 Barr’s
observations about correctly understanding linguistics and how words operate and are
understood are vital in the correct interpretation of Ecclesiastes and, more specifically,
hebel. Context is key in establishing the understanding of the word.
In light of these comments, it should be noted that the understanding of metaphors
and symbols (as Miller uses the word) in Ecclesiastes therefore depends heavily on
context. For a person to properly “decode” the meaning of a metaphor, there must be
enough contextual material to make a clear choice as to the intended referent of the
metaphor. The task of this study therefore is to establish the viability of Abel as a fourth

13

James Barr, Biblical Words for Time (London: SCM Press, 1962), 155.
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referent of hebel by demonstrating that the necessary contextual clues are present that
allow the reader to “decode” this referent of hebel.
This study will first examine Miller’s symbol thesis to establish an understanding
of the usage of hebel in biblical and extrabiblical literature, providing a critique of his
view and what is missing from it. Understanding the need for a contextual background
for an Abel referent, this study will then survey allusions to Gen 1-4 in Ecclesiastes to
establish this background. With the presence of material from Gen 1-4 having established
the necessary background, the possibility of understanding Abel as a fourth referent of
hebel becomes more likely. The viability of Abel as a fourth referent of hebel will then be
addressed in more detail.
Finally, as context ultimately determines meaning, exegesis of relevant passages
will be provided to demonstrate the contextual clues necessary for an Abel referent.
Because the presence of allusions to Gen 1-4 is not enough contextual material support
the claim that a reader would understand Abel as a referent of hebel, the exegesis portion
of this study will establish the likelihood of an Abel referent in contexts which include
the concepts of death and transience as main ideas.

CHAPTER TWO: AN EXAMINATION AND CRITIQUE OF THE SYMBOLIC VIEW

As Miller’s view forms the backbone of the present study, a closer examination of
his thesis is necessary to see its strengths, weaknesses, and where the present study
differs. As stated at the end of chapter 1, Miller sees hebel to be functioning as a symbol:
a metaphor with three distinct referents: transience, insubstantiality, and foulness. Miller
argues (in chapter 3 of his book) that each of these concepts can be viably tied as
metaphorical understandings of the “material” use of vapor, meaning that vapor lacks
solidity and substance (“insubstantiality”), that it is short-lived (“transience”), and that it
can smell bad or be poisonous (“foulness”). With these metaphorical ties to the material
sense of the word, Miller then seeks to establish clear usage of each of these referents.

The Usage of Hebel
Because his argument is tied so inextricably with linguistics and the usage of
hebel outside the context of Ecclesiastes, Miller provides a deep analysis of both the
material and metaphorical uses of hebel in biblical and extrabiblical contexts. Miller first
notes that general scholarly consensus understands the material meaning of hebel during
the classical Hebrew period to be “breath” or “vapor.”1 This is a helpful general
expression of the term, but hebel is observed to be used in other material senses as well,
specifically as heat/steam, vapor within a living being, vaporous perspiration, and
noxious vapor in extrabiblical (rabbinic) literature. The literal, material usage of the term
as simply physical breath or vapor is less common. Psalm 62:10 and Isaiah 57:13 are the

1

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 54.
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closest to using hebel in a material sense, while both of those usages appear in the context
of a parable.2 Miller settles on “vapor” as a term that is broad enough to accommodate
the varying material uses of the word. He notes these characteristics of the term: “… (1)
it is insubstantial; (2) as a mist, it dissipates quickly and so is transient; (3) since it is
visible, it may give the illusion of being more than it is; and (4) it is possible for it to bear
substances which are harmful just as it is possible for it to be hot. Authors provide clues
in context to indicate which aspect(s) of hebel is/are in focus.”3
Miller likewise notes the complex ways in which hebel is used as a metaphor.4
Outside of the Old Testament, several metaphors are clear in rabbinic literature:
insubstantiality, transience, and as a “stock metaphor” for false gods. Table 1 illustrates
the known usages of hebel as a metaphor outside the Old Testament:

2

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 54–59.

3

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 61.

Tables are taken from Miller’s newer commentary in which he restates much of his content from
Symbol and Rhetoric.
4

14

Subjects of
hebel
Consolation
Human deeds
Human
condition

Table 1:  הבלas a Metaphor Beyond the Old Testament
Stock
Insubstantial
Transient
Texts
metaphor
b. B. Bat. 16b; b. Ketub.
unreliable
10b
Lev. Rab. 29; b. Šabb.
immoral
152a; 1QS 5.18
uncomprehending

Human body

1QH 7.32
does not last

Sir 41:11

Words

worthless; immoral

4Q184 1.1–2

Pagans

uncomprehending

1QS 5.19

Pagan
nations
Foreign
deities

strictly stock

1QM 4.12; 6:6; 9:9;
11.9

strictly stock

Sir 49:2

Source: Douglas B. Miller, Ecclesiastes, Believers Church Bible Commentary (Scottdale, PA; Waterloo,
ON: Herald Press, 2010), 259.

The metaphorical usage with the best attestation is certainly “insubstantiality,” but
transience is also used, as well as the “stock metaphor” referring to false gods. The
“foulness” referent is notably absent here.
Moving to the Old Testament (excluding Ecclesiastes), a similar tendency toward
the “insubstantial” referent continues to be observed. When connected with a verb in the
Old Testament (no table), hebel exclusively takes the meaning of insubstantiality,” while
its relationship to nouns is more complicated, as illustrated in Table 2. 5 Here hebel takes
on an additional referent of “deception.” Miller also notes that there exist “multivalent”
usages (indicated by M-V) which employ more than one metaphor simultaneously:

5

Miller, Ecclesiastes, 259.
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Table 2:  הבלas a Metaphor in the Old Testament: 35 Nouns
Subjects of
Stock
Insubstantial Deception Transient
M-V
Texts
hebel
metaphor
Isa 49:4;
Labor
futile
Job 9:29
Obtaining
Prov 13:11
without effort
wealth
Wealth
Getting
wealth by
deceit
Human
condition
Human
condition

unreliable
spoiled

Divination

X

Prov 21:6
Job 7:16

frail

brief

X

Pss 144:4; 39:5,
11
Prov 31:30

misrepresents

Ps 94:11; Job
35:16; 27:12

error
fail to
console

Words
Sources of
help
Sources of
help

Brief

spoiled

Beauty
Thought or
speech

Ps 39:6

Job 21:34

unreliable

Isa 57:13
deficient

Isa 30:7;
Pss 62:9a, 9b

fail to
console

Zech 10:2

God’s
Judgment
False
deities
False
deities
False
deities
wordplay
with verb

swift

Ps 78:33

clues deities
are involved

1 Kings 16:13,
26; Jer 14:22
Deut 32:21;
Jer 8:19

clues deities
are involved

2 Kings 17:15;
Jer 2:5

False
deities

deception
emphasis

Jer 10:15; 16:19;
51:18; Ps 31:6;
Jon 2:8;
Jer 10:3, 8

False
deities

weakness
emphasis

Jer 10:3, 8

Source: Miller, Ecclesiastes, 259-260.

strictly stock
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Miller’s work here is thorough, and is key in showing the established use of hebel as a
metaphor in the Old Testament. This validates the theory that hebel is also therefore
functioning in more than one sense in Ecclesiastes as well. This is supported by the
variety and complexity of hebel in Qohelet’s work. It is the usage of hebel in
Ecclesiastes which must now be addressed.

Metaphorical Uses of Hebel in Ecclesiastes
With the semantic boundaries of the term established, Miller spends most of his
work categorizing and exegeting the metaphorical uses of hebel in Qohelet’s work. He
categorizes its usages in this table, which has been edited for clarity:

17
Table 3: Metaphorical Uses of  הבלin Ecclesiastes
Subjects of hebel
Insubstantial Transient
Foul
M-V O-V Eccl Texts
Works
Futile
Disgusting X
1:14
Toil
Futile
2:11, 26
Toil (wealth from)
Disgusting
2:19, 21, 23
Toil (from envy)
Futile
4:4
Toil (obsessive)
Futile
4:7
Toil (obsessive)
Disgusting
4:8
Money
Deficient
5:10
Pleasure
Futile
2:1
Wisdom
Futile
Disgusting X
2:15, 17
Wisdom
Futile
4:16
Foolish activity
Futile
5:7
Toil/pleasure/wisdom
Futile
6:9
Human condition
Frail
3:19
Stillborn child
Mystery
6:4
Words (incl. wisdom)
Futile
6:11; 7:6
General condition
Brief
6:12
Time of youth
Brief
11:10
Human condition and
coming to an
Frail
Disgusting
(12:8)
the cosmos
end
Justice Deprived
Disgusting
6:2
Unjust rewards
Disgusting
8:10
Unjust rewards
Mystery
Temporary Disgusting X
8:14 (2x)
Same fate for all
Mystery
Disgusting X
9:2
1:2 (5x); 11:8;
All/All that comes
X
12:8 (3x)
My/your days
X 7:15; 9:9 (2x)
Source: Miller, Ecclesiastes, 266-267.

“M-V” and “O-V” categories denote uses of hebel that are “multivalent” (using more
than one referent simultaneously) and “omnivalent” (using all referents simultaneously),
respectively.
A key factor in Miller’s determination of which referent (R value) hebel takes and
in his thesis as a whole is explaining how the reader determines which metaphor Qohelet
is using in a particular text.6 He first suggests that deciding on a probable referent

Miller alternates between using the terms “referent” and “R value.” To avoid any possible
confusion, this study will simply use the term “referent.”
6
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depends on identifying the key parts of metaphor: subject, predicate, and guarding terms
(such as contrary terms and synonyms).7 Miller posits that when Qohelet intends to
highlight the “insubstantiality” aspect of the term, he complements it with negated
contrary terms such as advantage/benefit (1:3; 3:19), excess (6:8, 11), gain (5:10), and
satisfaction (1:8; 5:10).8 He notes a lack of clear guarding terms for the “transience”
referent, but suggests that the synonym “( צלshadow”) and the phrase “few days” are used
to indicate this referent. As “transience” is the rarest R value there are challenges in
finding clear markers to determine when this referent is used.9 The “foulness” referent is
indicated by the presence of guarding terms that denote evil/adversity/disaster, the most
important of which is רע.ָ 10 The remainder of Miller’s work is devoted mostly to
exegeting the hebel passages in Ecclesiastes using these metaphors and guarding terms. It
is in the process of this exegesis that some weaknesses in Miller’s thesis are revealed.

Critique of the Symbolic View
Perhaps the most obvious challenge to Miller’s thesis is the level of complication
it requires. Are readers able to pick up on the nuanced meanings that Miller presents?
Miller’s work in establishing the usage of hebel as a metaphor with multiple possible
referents outside Ecclesiastes suggests that they would be able to understand these
nuanced meanings. Just as English speakers appreciate a clever double meaning or play

7

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 92.

8

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 92.

9

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 95.

10

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 95-96.
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on words, so would Hebrew readers. Numerous examples of wordplay are found in the
prophetic works, as well as in other areas of the Hebrew Bible.11 Because the metaphors
that Miller proposes are well established and can be demonstrated in other literature, this
concern can be overridden. Given the complex nature of Ecclesiastes in both content and
language, it is likely that also Qohelet uses hebel in versatile and complex way, using the
bookends of 1:2 and 12:8 as a support for the wordplay he employs throughout the book.
With that major concern briefly addressed, Miller’s thesis is solid as a whole. His
theory has been relatively well received, with no major criticisms leveled against it,
though more postmodern readers object to his “objective” view of language and
linguistics.12 As this study shares his objective view of meaning and language, these
matters need not be addressed here. Miller’s linguistic theory and demonstrations of how
it plays out are solid.
In spite of this solid foundation, Miller’s work suffers from several small
weaknesses which will be addressed here. One weakness has been mentioned briefly
above in the summary of Miller’s criteria for establishing a referent of hebel. Reviewer
D.M. Clemens notes that Miller’s referents are quite out of balance: “insubstantiality”
seems to function as a blanket term that overwhelms the others, while “transience” lacks
clear guarding terms that would indicate its presence as a referent.13 Miller himself writes
of this usage: “This metaphoric sense is employed least by Ecclesiastes but is

For illustrative purposes, one example of this is Amos’s wordplay between ( ָ ָ֑קיִ ץsummer fruit,
8:1) and ( קץthe end, 8:2), which is noted in the ESV translation and by commentators.
11

12
Mark Sneed, review of Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes: The Place of Hebel in Qohelet’s
Work, by Douglas Miller, CBQ 65, no. 3 (July 2003): 446–447.
13

D. M. Clemens, review of Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes: The Place of Hebel in Qohelet's
Work, by Douglas Miller JNES 66, no. 3 (2007): 219.

20
nevertheless clearly distinguishable.”14 Miller’s other referents are framed by clear
vocabulary and grammar markers, but this one is much vaguer, relying on contextual
clues for understanding rather than specific vocabulary indicators. This is significant
because it opens the possibility that there may be more meaning attached to hebel than
Miller sees. Miller also notes this possibility: “That is, although one should always be
open to the possibility of a new R [referent] value with hebel, or one concerning which
we have no awareness, we will look ﬁrst for known referents of hebel or plausible
connections with what can be established about the word’s material sense.”15 This study
contends that there exists an additional referent of “Abel” which can be established.
Another related weakness is revealed in Miller’s method for determining R
(referent) values in Ecclesiastes:
Step A: A determination whether a material or metaphorical sense of the term
suits the context.
Step B: In the case of metaphor, a consideration of possible referents (R values),
based on what is presented in this chapter about the material senses of hebel.
Step C: A narrowing of the metaphor’s possible referents, determined by its
guarding elements: synonym, contrary, and extension.16
Step A is simple in the context of Ecclesiastes because there is no clear passage that
employs hebel in a wholly material sense such as “breath” or “vapor.”17 Step B is where
Miller’s thesis faces shortcomings. Miller insists that metaphorical referents must be tied

14

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 95.

15

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 53 footnote 1.

16

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 53.

17

Eccl 6:11 may be an exception to this, though it is likely the material idea used in this verse is
combined with a metaphor as well.
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closely to the material senses of hebel, which is what causes him to limit himself to three
referents. His restricted view of what constitutes a “material” use of a word limits the
possible referents that he is willing to consider. He runs into further problems in Step C
because his criteria does not easily apply to the “transience” referent. Miller tries to
narrow possible referents using guarding elements (vocabulary indicating which referent
is intended), but one of his referents, “transience,” suffers from a lack of clear guarding
elements. Miller’s solution to this problem and to passages which lack clear guarding
terms at all is lacking. He explains that “… it is likely that in the few sections where
guarding terms are lacking, Qohelet is being intentionally ambiguous.”18 Though this is a
possibility, it is more likely that Miller has missed an additional referent and two
additional guarding concepts, causing the seeming “lack” of them in some passages.
Though these criticisms of Miller are minor, they have profound implications which open
the door for a possible additional referent in the hebel symbol.

Proposed Addition to the Hebel Symbol Thesis
This study proposes that “Abel” functions as an additional referent for hebel in
Ecclesiastes. Miller notes that “Abel” is an important meaning attached to hebel in the
Old Testament, but never entertains a possible connection in Ecclesiastes. In his
examination of the biblical usage of hebel, Miller notes: “This overview of hebel as
metaphor in the HB [Hebrew Bible], which includes all its occurrences there apart from

18

Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 92.
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Ecclesiastes and the name ‘Abel,’ has demonstrated referents of hebel which are related
to its qualities of insubstantiality and transience.”19
Miller likely rejects “Abel” as a referent for several reasons. First, because this
reference is not a metaphor precisely, but rather a type of intertextual reference to the
character. Though this is a valid concern, language is complicated and, as will be
demonstrated later, it is possible to understand such a referent as a play on words rather
than a straight metaphor.
Miller also likely excludes Abel as a referent because it does not fit his framework
of tying hebel’s referents closely to the material uses of the word as he sees them. There
is, however, a material connection for an Abel referent. Because the usage of hebel
includes instances of it functioning as the name “Abel,” it can be considered to be a
material usage in the sense that Abel was a concrete, known character. The character
Abel is the referent of hebel in the context of Gen 4 and should therefore also be
considered as a possible referent in the context of Ecclesiastes.
In the end, it is Miller’s presupposition against considering “Abel” as an
important usage of hebel alone that causes the possible references to Abel to stand
outside of his theory. This study proposes that Abel can be considered an additional
referent of the hebel symbol in Ecclesiastes and that guarding concepts that indicate the
presence of this referent are “death” and “transience.” This thesis will be explored in
more detail in chapter 4: Abel as a Referent of the  הבלSymbol.
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Miller, Symbol and Rhetoric in Ecclesiastes, 83.

CHAPTER THREE: GENESIS, ECCLESIASTES, AND INNER-BIBLICAL
ALLUSION

Before a probable connection can be made between Abel and the hebel in
Ecclesiastes, it is first necessary to establish that a purposeful and significant connection
exists between Ecclesiastes and Gen 1-4. It is also necessary to demonstrate that such a
connection between these books is both possible and valid, and what type of comparison
is appropriate. This study proposes that the connection which exists between Gen 1-4 and
Ecclesiastes was intentional on the part of Qohelet, and that numerous allusions to early
Genesis form the thematic foundation of Ecclesiastes. The term and understanding of this
relationship that forms the foundation of this study is “Inner-biblical Allusion.”

Inner-biblical Allusion: Meaning and Method
Many terms have been proposed for the relationship of one passage to another in
biblical studies, the most common being the catch-all term “intertextuality.” This term
has been used very broadly and imprecisely for many types of textual comparisons, valid
or not.1 The difficulty with this term for the current study is that, in a technical sense,
intertextuality makes no value judgments about the relationship between texts.
“Intertextuality” used accurately only states that connections exist in some kind of
relationship to one another, but those connections are free from the constraints of
authorial intention and are ultimately determined by the reader.2 Katherine Dell explains

See Ellen Van Wolde, “Trendy Intertextuality?” in Intertextuality in Biblical Writings: Essays in
Honour of Bas van Iersel, ed. Sipke Draisma (Kampen: Kok, 1989), 43.
1

2

Richard L. Schultz, “Intertextuality, Canon, and ‘Undecidability’: Understanding Isaiah’s ‘New
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the problem of applying this type of intertextuality to a text by asking a question: “…do
we have to restrict ourselves to a diachronic scheme whereby there has to be evidence of
authorial citation, or are we able to point synchronically to interesting thematic
similarities that may or may not have been meant, but are interpretively illuminating
nonetheless?”3 The implied answer to this question is that there should be authorial intent
involved rather than a kind of free-association intertextuality. Meek, admitting his own
misuse of the term, explains “…the intertextual label becomes problematic when scholars
use it but then develop criteria for demonstrating that textual relationships were
intended.”4 With a proper understanding of “intertextuality,” it is clear that the
relationship of Ecclesiastes to Genesis that is proposed in this study cannot be
categorized as “intertextuality,” because the present study holds that alluding to Genesis
is a purposeful goal of Qohelet’s writing. Another term for this purposeful connection
must be found.
Michael Fishbane proposed a different, more specific understanding of textual
connections called “inner-biblical exegesis,” which attempts to find and study texts that
have revised previous texts.5 His framework understands authorial intention to be

Heavens and New Earth’ (Isaiah 65:17-25),” BBR 20 (2010): 21.
3
Katharine Dell, “Exploring Intertextual Links Between Ecclesiastes and Genesis 1-11,” in
Reading Ecclesiastes Intertextually, ed. Katharine Dell and Will Kynes (Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2014),
4.

Russell L. Meek, “Intertextuality, Inner-Biblical Exegesis, and Inner-Biblical Allusion: The
Ethics of a Methodology,” Biblica 95 (2014): 284.
4

5

Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985). See
also shorter works such as Michael A Fishbane, “Revelation and Tradition: Aspects of Inner-Biblical
Exegesis,” JBL 99, no. 3 (September 1980): 343–361, Michael A Fishbane, “Inner-Biblical Exegesis,” in
Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The History of Its Interpretation (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1996), 33–48, and Michael A Fishbane, “Inner Biblical Exegesis: Types and Strategies of Interpretation in
Ancient Israel,” in Midrash and Literature (New Haven, Conn: Yale Univ Pr, 1986), 19–37.
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important and purposeful, which is much more fitting for the present study. Using
Fishbane’s term as a base, Meek and others have extended the framework further and
proposed the term “inner-biblical allusion.”6 Meek explains:
In distinction from inner-biblical exegesis, inner-biblical allusion sets out
to determine whether a receptor text has in some way referred to a source
text, but the goal is not to demonstrate that the receptor text has modified
the source text. Rather, with inner-biblical allusion the goal is simply to
demonstrate that a later text in some way references an earlier text.7
As the present paper assumes that Qohelet intentionally uses Gen 1-4 as the thematic
backdrop of Ecclesiastes, this is the type of connection this study seeks to make explicit.

Criteria for Determining Inner-biblical Allusion
Having established that such connections exist in a text, there must be some
standard to guide the scholar and reader in detecting inner-biblical allusions. Without any
sort of criteria for detecting such allusions, the practice easily becomes like
intertextuality: the connections the reader makes are personal and have no clear
connection to authorial intention. Richard Hays proposed seven tests for determining a
textual echo. Though the terminology Hays used is different, the same rules he suggested
are helpful here in many different contexts for assessing the probability of an
allusion/echo.
This brief overview addresses the broad viability of allusions to Genesis in
Ecclesiastes that may incorporate the character Abel. Specific allusions to Abel via the

6
Meek, “Intertextuality, Inner-Biblical Exegesis, and Inner-Biblical Allusion,” and Jeffery M.
Leonard, “Identifying Inner-Biblical Allusions: Psalm 78 as a Test Case,” JBL 127, no. 2 (2008).
7

Meek, “Intertextuality, Inner-Biblical Exegesis, and Inner-Biblical Allusion,” 289.
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use of hebel will be addressed in detail in the exegesis portion of this study. Though these
questions were stated in the context of New Testament studies, they are still useful here
and have been adapted for the study at hand:8

1) Was the proposed echo available to the author and the reader?
a. The proposed echo was available to both. Both Qohelet and his readers
would certainly have had access to the book of Genesis.9
2) Is there a sufficient volume of words and concepts to determine the degree of
an echo?
a. This answer needs much more space to answer fully. The next major
section of this chapter seeks to demonstrate that there exists a
sufficient volume of words and concepts for an echo to Genesis to be
understandable in Qohelet’s writing.
3) How often does other biblical wisdom literature allude to the same passage?
a. This is more difficult to answer. A careful study of this matter would
be useful but is beyond the scope of the present study.
4) How well does the echo fit into the line of argument the author is making?

A slightly adapted version of Toews’ wording is used here because he does an excellent job
summarizing Hays’ criteria.
8

9

Though there is much debate over the dating of both Genesis and Ecclesiastes, general scholarly
consensus places the writing of Genesis, especially the portions used in this study, before the writing of
Ecclesiastes. Late dating of the portions of Genesis alluded to in Ecclesiastes places them possibly during
the reign of Solomon (850 B.C.). See Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, Chapters 1–17, The New
International Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1990), 14. Solomonic authorship of Ecclesiastes would place authorship around this time as well, though
most scholars opt for much later dating for Ecclesiastes in the exile, post-exile, or Hellenistic period. See
Bartholomew, 45-46. Though it is possible that one might make a case that Ecclesiastes was written before
Genesis, this would involve minority views on the dating of both books and is unlikely, as one would need
to hold to late dating for Genesis and very early dating for Ecclesiastes.
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a. This question is also difficult to answer briefly. Because multiple
allusions are being addressed, each must be submitted to their proper
context. This will be the goal of chapter 5. As a whole, however, these
references help to shape an understanding of Ecclesiastes that focuses
upon living in a cursed world, and therefore both support and shape
the line of argument that the author is making.
5) Could the author have intended the alleged meaning and could his readers
have understood it?
a. The thesis of this study proposes that yes, the author intended the
alleged meaning and the readers could have understood it by virtue of
the other Genesis allusions in Ecclesiastes.
6) Have other readers, both critical and pre-critical, heard the same echo?
a. There is a possibility that Paul interpreted Ecclesiastes in light of the
curse, though it is difficult to speak specifically to the Abel issue.10
The question of early Christian interpretation is shaded strongly by the
early allegorical interpretation of the book. Allegorical interpretation
made it unlikely that early Christian interpretation would draw strong
connections between Genesis and Ecclesiastes. Critically speaking,
enough modern readers have noted the echoes that some consider it to
be scholarly consensus that Ecclesiastes uses Genesis.11
Craig G. Bartholomew, “Intertextuality of Ecclesiastes in the New Testament,” in Reading
Ecclesiastes Intertextually, ed. Katharine Dell and Will Kynes (Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2014), 226-239
and Gregory P. Fewster, “Testing the Intertextuality of ματαιοτης in the New Testament,” BAGL 1 (2012):
39-61.
10

William H. U. Anderson, “The Curse of Work in Qoheleth: An Exposé of Genesis 3:17-19 in
Ecclesiastes,” EvQ 70 (April 1998): 99, 113.
11
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7) Does the proposed meaning make sense?
a. The proposed meaning does make sense. The addition of the Abel
referent draws an even stronger connection between Genesis and
Ecclesiastes that draws out the theme of the curse that helps to make
sense of Qohelet’s work as a whole.12

In a broad sense, possible references to Abel in Ecclesiastes hold up to the rigors of these
questions. References to Abel are certainly therefore a possibility in the context of
Ecclesiastes.
Though the questions above are useful in identifying textual allusions in a
conceptual sense, there are other matters for consideration as well. Miller’s use of
“guarding terms,” though not without the problems noted above, are helpful because they
demonstrate usage on a verbal and textual level. Demonstrating allusions on a textual
level is also important. Leonard therefore proposes more specific guidelines when testing
for inner-biblical allusion, which focus on the concept of shared language:
(1) Shared language is the single most important factor in establishing a textual
connection.
(2) Shared language is more important than nonshared language.
(3) Shared language that is rare or distinctive suggests a stronger connection than
does language that is widely used.
(4) Shared phrases suggest a stronger connection than do individual shared terms.
(5) The accumulation of shared language suggests a stronger connection than does
a single shared term or phrase.

12

Richard Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1989), 29-32.
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(6) Shared language in similar contexts suggests a stronger connection than does
shared language alone.
(7) Shared language need not be accompanied by shared ideology to establish a
connection.
(8) Shared language need not be accompanied by shared form to establish a
connection.13
These criteria make it clear that though specific quotation is not necessary, shared
language is key to establishing a proposed inner-biblical allusion. Maurer proposes
additional key areas to consider when seeking to determine possible allusions through the
use of shared language: verbal repetition (single words, word pairs, rare words, phrases)
and conceptual repetition (themes and ideas).14 His work focuses on specifically parsing
out each of those elements in reference to Gen 1-4 and Ecclesiastes, and is therefore a
valuable resource in the present study.
Though this study employs the term “inner-biblical allusion,” to refer to these
references, it should be noted that there exist varying levels of strength in these allusions.
Dell, for example, draws a line between an “allusion” and an “echo” when she writes of
some specific Genesis-Ecclesiastes connections: “There are clear thematic links here, but
the lack of other connections suggests that these are echoes rather than direct quotation or
allusion in my view.”15 Though Dell judges these allusions more harshly than this study
does, her recognition of varying strengths of allusions is correct. As the topic of this
study already deals with complex linguistic ideas and several other criteria, it is helpful to
keep the terminology of allusion more simple. Rather than defining specific criteria for an

13

Leonard, “Identifying Inner-Biblical Allusions,” 246.

14

Maurer, “The Book of Ecclesiastes as a Derash of Genesis 1-4,” 39-69.
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Dell, “Exploring Intertextual Links,” 10.
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“echo” versus an “allusion,” in a text, the present study simply uses the word allusion and
will note the strength of the allusion when necessary.

Inner-biblical Allusion to Genesis in Ecclesiastes
As this study seeks to establish that “Abel” is a viable and understandable referent
of hebel, possible inner-biblical allusions apart from “Abel” must be established to build
a foundation for the Abel references. If, as Charles Forman contends, “…the early
chapters of Genesis represent the most important single influence in the ideas of
Ecclesiastes regarding the nature and destiny of man, the character of human existence,
and the fact of God,” then there should be a considerable amount of demonstrable
connection between these Scriptures.16
“Big picture,” more obvious allusions will be examined first, which will be able
to shed light on less obvious parallels. As Maurer explains in his work, “If the clear
cases of the dependency of Ecclesiastes on Genesis 1-4 can be established, the less clear
cases may be added as ‘likely further examples’ of influence.”17 If it is likely that
Qohelet intends the reader to make a clear connection between his work and the first
chapters of Genesis (as Maurer asserts), then it becomes more likely that Qohelet uses the
term hebel with the intention of drawing Abel to mind in at least some cases. More direct
allusions to Genesis occur early on, forming a foundational connection between Genesis

16
Charles C. Forman, “Koheleth’s Use of Genesis,” Journal of Semitic Studies 5, no. 3 (July
1960): 263.
17

Maurer, “The Book of Ecclesiastes as a Derash of Genesis 1-4,” 42.
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and Ecclesiastes in the first half of the book, while less clear “echoes” in theme and
content are peppered throughout.

Genesis 1-2 and Ecclesiastes 2:4-6
Though Maurer’s work on the subject is far more extensive, in a short article
Verheij makes very specific and strong textual connections between Eccl 2:4-6 and Gen
1-2. The text of Ecclesiastes here reads:

ִ֤יתי ִ ֙לי ָּב ִִּ֔תים נָּ ַ ַ֥ט ְע ִתי ִ ַּ֖לי ְכ ָּר ִ ִֽמים׃
ִ ִהגְ ַ ַּ֖ד ְל ִתי ַמ ֲע ָּ ָׂ֑שי ָּב ִנ
ל־פ ִרי׃
ִֽ ּופ ְרד ִ ָׂ֑סים וְ נָּ ַ ַ֥ט ְע ִתי ָּב ַּ֖הם ַ֥עץ ָּכ
ַ יתי ִּ֔ ִלי גַ נַּ֖ ֹות
ִ ָּע ִ ִׂ֣ש
18

צֹומ ַח ע ִ ִֽצים׃
ַ֥ יתי ִ ַּ֖לי ְבר ִׂ֣כֹות ָּ ָׂ֑מיִ ם ְל ַה ְש ִׂ֣קֹות מ ִּ֔הם ַי ַַּ֖ער
ִ ָּע ִ ַ֥ש

“I made great works. I built houses and planted vineyards for myself. I made myself
gardens and parks, and planted in them all kinds of fruit trees. I made myself pools from
which to water the forest of growing trees” (Eccl 2:4-6 ESV).
The vocabulary in Eccl 2:4-6 that is shared with Gen 1-2 is considerable. The
similarities between these passages are pictured in Table 4:
Table 4: Shared Vocabulary Between Ecclesiastes 2:4-6 and Genesis Chapters 1-2
נטע
To plant
Gen. 2:8
גנ

Garden

Gen. 2:8, 9, 10, 15, 16

עץ כל פרי

Tree/all/fruit

Gen. 1:11, 12 ,29; 2:9, 16, 17

להשקות

To drench

Gen. 2:5, 9

צמח

To sprout

עשה

To work, make

Gen. 1:7, 16, 25, 26
Gen. 1:7, 16, 25, 26, 31; 2:2,
3, 4, 18

Source: Verheij, “Paradise Retried,” 114.
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Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia: With Westminster Hebrew Morphology., electronic ed.
(Stuttgart; Glenside PA: German Bible Society; Westminster Seminary, 1996), Eccl 2:4–6.
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Verheij rightly observes: “Taken separately, these words are not remarkable: for the most
part they are indeed very common in Biblical Hebrew. It is their combined occurrence
here and in Genesis that establishes a firm link between the texts.”19 Verheij sees this
firm link as an attempt to regain the paradise of Eden in a small way. The purpose of this
allusion is explained in more depth in the exegesis portion of this study. The textual
similarities here are compelling, and it seems that at least this passage of Qohelet’s work
alludes to the early chapters of Genesis. But what about other parts of Ecclesiastes? Is
this connection limited to these verses, or is there a trend of allusion in Ecclesiastes? A
stronger connection must be demonstrated.

A Longing for Eden
There are other possible conceptual allusions in Ecclesiastes that connect it to the
early chapters of Genesis. As demonstrated in the previous allusion, Qohelet shows great
interest in the Garden of Eden. Many passages of the book show Qohelet’s desire that life
return to the way it was in the Garden, with popular commentaries and scholars alike
noting this theme in the book.20 Meek calls particular attention to the carpe diem
passages of Ecclesiastes and how they communicate a longing for Eden, explaining the
Genesis and carpe diem passages in turn:

19

20

Verheij, “Paradise Retried,” 114.

On the popular level, see Zack Eswine, Recovering Eden: The Gospel According to
Ecclesiastes, The Gospel According to the Old Testament, (Philippsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2014).
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The man ( )האדםis then given free rein to eat ( )אכלfrom any tree in the garden,
except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen 2:16). God then decides
that it is not good ( )לא טובfor a man to be alone, and so he creates a woman
( )אשהfor him…In the so-called carpe diem passages (Qoh 2:24–26; 3:10–15, 16–
22; 5:18–20 [ET 17–19]; 8:10–15; 9:7–10; 11:7–10), Qohelet encourages his
readers to live life in a similar manner.21
Bartholomew likewise notes that the carpe diem passages evoke the vision of Eden.22
These passages add further clear examples of textual parallels between Ecclesiastes and
early Genesis. See Table 5 for the parallels Meek identifies between Gen 2:15-25 and the
carpe diem passages in Ecclesiastes.

Table 5: Shared Vocabulary with Genesis 2:15-25 in the Carpe Diem Passages
Qohelet
2:24-26
3:10-15
3:16-22
5:18-20
9:7-10
11:7-10
האדם
x
x
x
X
x
טוב

x

x

x

X

אשה
אכל

X

x

X
x

x

X

X

Source: Meek, “An Intertextual Suggestion,” 251.

When Qohelet paints a picture of the way that humans should experience the
world, he does so using the familiar terms of early Genesis and Eden: good, eat, man, and
the big idea of finding enjoyment in work. Though not as strong as the previous
parallels, the words and concepts in these carpe diem passages throughout Ecclesiastes
suggest a conceptual (if not explicitly verbal) longing for the way of Eden.
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Dust
The term “dust” is mentioned by both Maurer and Meek, with the former noting:
“This word must be included here because it is found in one of the clearest examples of
quotation of Genesis in Ecclesiastes.”23 In Gen 2:7, Adam is formed from the dust and
Gen 3:19 notes that man will return to dust. Ecclesiastes notes in 3:20 and 12:7 that
human and beast are formed from dust, and to dust they will return. On its own this is a
clear allusion (if not quotation) of the Genesis text, but in the context of the previously
presented evidence it becomes even more likley that Qohelet intends these statements to
be understood to allude to the curse of Gen 3:17-19. Maurer additionally notes that
though there are other texts in the Old Testament that pair death and dust, it is very rare
to portray death as a return to dust as Qohelet does. He holds that the two Ecclesiastes
references are by far the clearest and most unmistakable link to Gen 2 in the Old
Testament.24
Anderson agrees with this statement, using this idea to form the backbone of his
argument that the curse is the framework through which Ecclesiastes should be
understood.25 Anderson focuses specifically on the pain and frustration of toil and work,
but his thesis asserts that Eccl 3:20 is a clear allusion to the curse. When combined with
the other Genesis allusions this reference could suggest the possible idea of the curse as a
leitmotif for Ecclesiastes. Though “dust” does not form a large part of the argument of
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Ecclesiastes, it is one key Genesis allusion that ties into the major concept of the curse
and death in Qohelet’s work.

Toil
There is no contention that “toil” (also “work” as a broader concept) is a major
theme in Ecclesiastes, especially in the first half of the book. Of the 32 varying uses of
terms for “toil” in Ecclesiastes, 27 occur in chs. 1-6, leaving 5 usages in the second half
of the book. This is certainly a key concept in Qohelet’s work, but is there a connection
between this idea and the early chapters of Genesis? Some scholars, most notably
Anderson and Maurer, believe that such a connection exists.
Both Anderson and Maurer see the curse of Gen 3:17-19 as the key connection
point for “toil” in Ecclesiastes. Anderson, in fact, sees toil (he terms it “work”) as a major
driving theme of Ecclesiastes which is based in the curse.26 This view is not without its
difficulties, because the words used for “toil” in Ecclesiastes and Genesis differ. Maurer,
however, explains the nature of this problem, proposing a satisfactory explanation. He
explains that
…the connection with Genesis 3:17-19 is not obvious at first sight when the
words used in both texts for toil are considered and one could question whether
seeing Qoheleth’s view of toil, and particularly Qoheleth’s hevel judgments on
toil, through the lens of Genesis 1—4 is appropriate. For one thing, there is no use
in Ecclesiastes of the word עִ צָ בֹון: (NASB “toil” or KJV “sorrow”) used in Gen
3:17 in the sentence “in toil/sorrow, you shall eat of [the ground that is cursed] all
the days of your life.” Instead, the most common word for toil in Ecclesiastes is
the word  ָעמָ ל. However, the word  עִ צָ בֹוןis a rare word in the OT, used only in Gen
3:16, 17 and 5:29. Its use in Gen 5:29 is in reference to Gen 3:17. In this context,
the word  מַ עֲשֶׂ הis used as its synonym.27
26
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Thus, though the vocabulary differs slightly, the reason is simply that Genesis uses a rare
word for “toil.” There is still a clear conceptual connection between the “curse of work”
in Gen 3:17-19 and that problem of toil that Qohelet labors over in Ecclesiastes.
Maurer contends that Qohelet’s problem with toil is its transient nature. He
explains that “…it does not seem to be toil itself that is a problem for Qoheleth, but toil
with the uncertainty of the long-term results. Once again, the transitory nature of toil and
its fruit seems to motivate the hevel statement.”28 This connection forms a conceptual
bond not only with the hebel statements, as Maurer notes, but with the character Abel as
well. Abel is the first to experience death, but also therefore the first to experience the
transitory nature of toil. Abel toiled in vain because his death meant that others would
inherit the fruits of his work.
Anderson likewise does an excellent job of explaining the idea of work as a key
theme of Ecclesiastes which is tied inextricably to the curse of Genesis. He categorizes
specific types of toil in Ecclesiastes to demonstrate this theme, writing: “Much of
Qoheleth deals with the frustrations of work. These can be either in general (1:3-11; 2:1723, 26b; 3:1, 2b, 3b, 5a, 7a, 9-15, 22; 5:17-18; 8:15c-16; 9:9d-11), in intellectual pursuits
(1:13-18; 7:23-25; 12:9-12), in business and achievements (2:4-26; 4:4-10; 5:9-16; 6:1-9;
11:1-6) or in politics (3: 15c-17; 4:1-3, 13-16; 5:6-7; 7:6-9; 8:1; 10:20).”29
An additional observation strengthens the connection between the concept of toil
and the character Abel. After Cain murdered Abel, in Gen 4:11-12 God pronounced this
curse upon him: “And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth
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to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. When you work the ground, it shall no
longer yield to you its strength” (ESV). This restatement of the curse from Gen 3:17-19
both connects the story of Cain and Abel closely with the curse and with the concept of
toil.

Death
One final and important theme must now be addressed because Qohelet ponders it
so much over the course of Ecclesiastes: death. Anderson writes of the death curse in
Ecclesiastes:
That death constantly couples these concepts may be yet another clue that
Qoheleth had the Gn. 3:17-19 curse as the background to the leitmotif of
work…On the basis of the aetiological statement of Gn. 3 and the state-of-affairs
in the world, Qoheleth used and supported the doctrines of the Fall, original sin
and a universe corrupted by sin. Life and death issues are prominent both in
Genesis 1—4 and in Ecclesiastes.30
Death and its accompanying frustrations are a continuing lament of Qohelet, so much so
that Anderson sees death as both a key theme of Gen 1-4 and Ecclesiastes.
Maurer, who is much more exhaustive in this regard, agrees. He considers both
texts to be preoccupied with “the meaning of life and the occurrence of death.”31 He
explains this preoccupation in detail. His summary of these texts is brief and worth noting
in full here:
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The clear emphasis on life in the creation account of Genesis 1 and 2 is
counterbalanced with the coming of death in Genesis 3 and its further
developments in chapter 4. In Ecclesiastes, this opposition between life and death
is also found throughout the book: birth is opposed to death (Eccl 3:2), life is
opposed to miscarriage (Eccl 6:3), a long life is opposed to the common fate of all
(Eccl 6:6), the living do well to go to a house of mourning (Eccl 7:2), and death,
the one fate that all face, is counterbalanced by the advantage that the living have
over the dead (Eccl 9:13—5). Thus, in both books, life and death are presented in
a relation of opposition.32
Though a conceptual rather than a clear textual link connects these texts,
Qohelet’s preoccupation with death is vital to understanding the whole of Ecclesiastes
and may also, as Anderson holds, indicate a use of the curse as a major framework for the
book. Though not specifically included in other areas of this study because it is outside
the narrative of Cain and Abel and Gen 1-4, it is notable that Gen 5 serves to strengthen
this connection. Following Abel’s untimely death in Gen 4, the genealogy of Gen 5
repeats again and again: “…and he died.” This repetition serves to emphasize the “death”
aspect of the curse and draws an even stronger connection between Ecclesiastes and the
early chapters and themes of Genesis.
There is, by the very nature of the topic, a clear connection here to the idea of
transience that has been mentioned in previous sections of this study. Anderson writes:
“However, it is the implications of the curse which determine the extent and potency of it
in life. And this is what Qoheleth focuses on: the all-pervasive effects of the curse in Gn.
3:17-19 in the activities of humans 'under the sun'.”33 Death comes to all regardless of
wisdom or folly, and in the end perhaps the best word to describe death is “short.”
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Other Terms and Concepts
Having demonstrated several probable allusions to Genesis through both textual
and conceptual means, it is possible now to add further evidence. While this evidence
would not be convincing on its own, in the light of clearer allusions these references
become more obvious to the careful reader of Ecclesiastes.
Maurer notes several important words and ideas in Gen 1-4/Ecclesiastes. Among
them are: Adam/Man, Abel/hebel (the cornerstone of this study), eat, create,
sun/moon/stars, knowledge, eternity, light and darkness, and good and evil. These are not
uncommon words by any means, but given the previous evidence the connection between
these books becomes stronger. When clear allusions to Genesis are established, it is
possible and even likely that Qohelet’s use of these common terms is also framed by the
early chapters of Genesis. The case for Qohelet’s use of Genesis at this point becomes a
matter of pervasiveness. The clear allusions shade more common vocabulary in the book
with the themes of creation and curse. Though a full commentary on each of these terms
in the context of Ecclesiastes is beyond the scope of this study, it is possible to
demonstrate that these additional concepts do in fact have strong ties to Gen 1-4.34
Maurer also notes rare words that occur in both texts such as “to sew together”
and “paradise.” Although these words taken on their own may not be compelling, in the
light of more certain allusions it becomes more and more clear that Qohelet liberally uses
words and ideas from Gen 1-4, establishing a likely case that he uses these chapters to
frame the content of Ecclesiastes.
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Criticism of Possible Genesis Allusions
Not everyone is convinced of the Genesis-Ecclesiastes connection. Certainly there
are scholars who dismiss the claims that Qohelet alludes to Genesis. This opposition is
not against the mere suggestion that Qohelet may have used Genesis as a resource, but
rather seeks to ensure that any echoes or allusions that are detected do in fact exist. The
first type of opposition has to do with the type of intertextuality proposed, while the
second encourages a high standard for proving allusions present in a text.
In the first camp, Antoon Schoors is an excellent example of a scholar who
pushes for responsible exegesis when possible allusions are suggested.35 Though Schoors
examines a wide variety of Old Testament passages, he addresses some proposed uses of
Genesis in Ecclesiastes as well, providing some much-needed criticism of faulty
exegesis. The issues Schoors tackles vary widely and deal with proposed intertextuality
between Ecclesiastes and Job, 1 Kings, Deuteronomy, and 1 Samuel. Schoors’ main goal
is making sure that the proposed intertextuality is in line with the meaning of both the
source and the text at hand. He proposes a definition for intertextuality that is quite
similar to the definition of “inner-biblical allusion” above, while discouraging the type of
intertextuality that cares nothing for the author or text’s original meaning.36 Schoors
concludes his essay with this important summary:
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In order to understand an actual text, synchronic reading is indispensable, but in
order to give to the text its full depth, a study of the antecedents of the borrowed
material, i.e. its trajectory from the “source text” to the ﬁnal text, is also
indispensable and, in my opinion, is more promising than an approach which
simply takes all texts of a corpus or even of several corpora as synchronic.
Basically biblical science has to work with controllable data and veriﬁable
statements; otherwise it no longer exists as a science.37
This call for responsible exegesis is both important and needed in the realm of
intertextuality.
The present study foundationally agrees with the critique that Schoors provides. A
text is not allusive to another text simply because a reader thinks it might be. The
examination of possible Genesis allusions above, though brief, seeks to use only those
allusions which are most likely and well-established, and which were intended by the
author. This study’s choice of the term “inner-biblical allusion” likewise seeks to
circumvent the problems that Schoors addresses. The exegesis in Chapter 5 also seeks to
further establish a responsible connection between texts and themes in Genesis and
Ecclesiastes.
The other major type of criticism for the specific proposed allusions to Genesis in
Ecclesiastes comes from those who feel that the texts above fail to fully demonstrate
purposeful allusion on the part of the author. Katharine Dell tackles the commonly
proposed areas of allusion (most of which are covered in this study) and finds that most
of them are lacking indications of a strong, purposeful allusion in Qohelet’s text.38 Dell
first establishes an idea of intertextuality that mirrors Schoors’ and the viewpoint of this
study, but then heavily criticizes some proposed allusions.
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The first allusion that Dell tackles is of most interest to this study: Abel. Dell
mostly addresses Antic’s work in studying the names of Gen 4, which admittedly has
some very weak points.39 Dell summarizes the issue by stating: “The whole edifice is
really based on the הבל/Abel connection, which amounts to little more than one small
echo. Beyond that the parallels are weak and the only real link is a rather tenuous
theologizing that lacks compelling diachronic evidence of authorial intent.”40 This is a
valid criticism of Antic’s work, but falls short of fully dismissing references to Abel, as
will be addressed below. Dell also targets the work of Verheij, which is cited at length in
the present study. In summary, Dell finds the words Verheij notes to be too common and
therefore the case to be overstated.41 After addressing a few other proposed allusions
which she finds unconvincing, Dell addresses the “dust” allusion in Eccl 3:19-20 with
Gen 2:7 and 3:19. Though not without criticism, Dell concludes: “So I would argue that
the context here is rather different, although transferring an allusion to a new context and
giving it a new interpretative slant is not uncommon. Maybe we are starting to get onto
firmer allusive ground with this last proposal.”42 In summary, Dell argues that there are
not clear allusions to the Genesis text, though weaker “echoes” may be detected.43
On the whole, Dell’s critique is quite helpful. There is certainly a temptation to
see connections that are not really there, especially when one is searching for a specific
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topic. Dell’s examination of these proposed texts is helpful, but her analysis ultimately
fails to account for the large number of proposed allusions. Though perhaps problematic
when taken on an individual basis (as Dell does), the combined evidence of these
proposed allusions and thematic parallels is greater than when taken individually. It is
Dell’s failure to take the body of evidence as a whole that causes her to dismiss
individual allusions one by one. Maurer’s sentiment is helpful again here: “If the clear
cases of the dependency of Ecclesiastes on Genesis 1-4 can be established, the less clear
cases may be added as ‘likely further examples’ of influence.”44 Though not all allusions
are equal in force and certainty, the cumulative case that is built with the continued
references to Genesis forms a much greater likelihood that Qohelet uses the concepts of
Gen 1-4 as a background for the questions and meditations of Ecclesiastes.
This greater likelihood is especially applicable when applied to hebel in
Ecclesiastes. Though it is not an uncommon word, its high usage in Qohelet’s work is a
clue that something is different about this word in the context of Ecclesiastes. When
combined with the strong themes of Genesis, especially themes of death and transience,
the presence of Abel is both supported by and strengthens the likelihood of Qohelet’s
usage of Genesis.
A brief note is necessary here to clarify the type of relationship that this study
suggests between Genesis and Ecclesiastes. Some view Ecclesiastes as a kind of
commentary on Genesis, with the text of Genesis in mind as he wrote.45 This study takes
a more moderate approach, understanding the curse and the events of Gen 1-4 as a
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conceptual backdrop for the difficulties Qohelet explains throughout Ecclesiastes. This
means that while certain allusions are more clear, Qohelet’s goal is not to comment on
the Genesis text specifically, but to provide wisdom for how to live in a cursed world. As
such, the concepts of death and toil (the effects of the curse) are key in Qohelet’s work.
Though Ecclesiastes is not a commentary on Gen 1-4 as Maurer asserts, the Genesis
material forms the background of the concepts that Qohelet deals with to such a degree
that it is clear that Gen 1-4 form the basis for Qohelet’s struggle in his writing.

CHAPTER FOUR: ABEL AS A REFERENT OF THE  הבלSYMBOL

The purpose of the present study up to this point has been to present a weight of
evidence that demonstrates that Qohelet knowingly and purposefully uses words and
ideas from the text of Gen 1-4 in his own work. This paper has not yet addressed one of
the most obvious and important allusions: the character Abel. Given the evidence of the
previously examined Genesis-Ecclesiastes allusions, “Abel” should be considered as a
fourth referent for the hebel symbol in Ecclesiastes. The best case for this allusion is
easy to see: the name “Abel” in the Hebrew text is “( ”הבלhebel).

Abel as an Appellative Name
In light of the allusions Qohelet makes to Gen 1-4, the connection between the
name Abel ( )הבלin Gen 4 and the term hebel ( )הבלin Ecclesiastes becomes more than
mere coincidence. Noting the context of Genesis and what little is known of Abel, Claus
Westermann concludes of the name: “Everything points to this name having been formed
in the context and course of the narrative…it is an appellative rather than a proper
name.”1 Abel was not a name of coincidence, but a name given in the narrative to one
whose life was little more than “a breath.” Antic likewise notes, “He appeared on the
scene almost silently; without saying a word, he disappeared like ‘vapor’ or ‘breath.’ His
life gives the impression of being meaningless, absurd, sheer transience, worthless.”2
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Those who heard the story or read the account of Abel would have understood that this
name, as with many in the Old Testament, is more than just a name: it communicates
something important about his character. Appellative names are relatively common in the
Old Testament, notably in the book of Ruth, where some scholars place a great deal of
meaning on names.3
Given this understanding of the nature of his name, the connection between
Abel/hebel becomes clear. Couched within a book that alludes frequently to Gen 1-4 in
its themes and vocabulary, it becomes very likely that hebel, a term used infrequently in
the Old Testament except in Ecclesiastes, has a connection to the character of Abel in
Gen 4 in some way.

Previous Suggestions for Abel as a Referent of Hebel
With this connection made clear, a standard must be set for determining which
uses of hebel in Ecclesiastes are probable to have “Abel” as a referent. This study
proposes (with Miller) that each usage of hebel in Ecclesiastes should be rendered
“breath,” and likewise proposes that Abel should be considered as a fourth referent (in
addition to transience, insubstantiality, and foulness) for hebel in instances that are
guarded by the concept of death and that emphasize the transient quality of life. Passages
may also include the presence of a nearby allusion to Genesis to strengthen this
connection, though this is not always necessary. These instances echo Abel’s own life
and would likely draw the reader’s mind to that fact.
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The evidence for Qohelet’s intentional use of the early chapters of Genesis is
compelling. The evidence that has been examined, though not conclusive, points to
likely usage of the early chapters of Genesis as a framework for the concepts and
language of Ecclesiastes. The question remains, however, as to the extent to which hebel
should be connected to Abel in Ecclesiastes.
As mentioned in the introduction of this study, the works that most directly make
the Abel connection (Toews, Meek, and Maurer) do so very strongly but differently, each
with its weaknesses. Toews, for example, argues that Abel should be seen as the narrative
substructure of Ecclesiastes, suggesting that all uses of the word can be appropriately tied
to the meaning “Abel.”4 This almost certainly overstates the case as some uses of hebel,
most notably the uses that Miller labels with the “foulness” referent, are unlikely to refer
to Abel in any meaningful way. It is also too restrictive to say that Abel specifically
provides the background for the book, as the character himself is too limited to
encompass much of what Ecclesiastes covers. Though this study will argue that Gen 1-4
as a whole and themes of the curse do in fact form the narrative substructure of the book,
to limit the content to Abel as a single character is too extreme.
Meek suggests that (using Miller’s symbolic framework) the symbolic referents
of hebel should be tied to the different aspects of Abel’s life.5 Meek explains: “Miller
proposed that  הבלis a symbol with multiple referents, and thus it seems to me that
Qohelet uses הבל, not only to refer to the transience of life, but as a symbol to discuss
how a number of situations in life are ‘Abel-like’ or contain an aspect of ‘Abel-ness.’
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Each situation that Qohelet deems  הבלis in some way related to the reversal found in
Abel’s story.”6 Though Meek’s approach shows a considerable similarity to the approach
of the present study, it too is overstated. Meek builds a case for Genesis allusions in
Ecclesiastes just as the present study does, but he is both less thorough in cataloguing
them (perhaps due to space constraints) and more willing to draw a strong connection
specifically to Abel in all cases than this study is. The greatest difficulty with Meek’s
approach here is that it lacks any clear criteria for establishing a connection to Abel.
Meek even writes: “Instead of explicitly stating his assessment of a situation, he
[Qohelet] calls it  הבלand leaves it to the reader to decide which aspect of Abel he is
referring: Abel’s transience, the lack of congruence between his actions and rewards, the
injustice he suffers, or his inability to attain lasting value.”7 Thus Meek is, in effect,
holding the same view that Toews posits: each use of hebel refers to Abel in some way.
The problems that Toews faces must also then apply to Meek’s view. This study judges
both of these options to overstate the extent to which Qohelet specifically alludes to Abel.
There is clear allusion to the early chapters of Genesis and even specifically to Abel, but
to allow Abel to be the controlling theme of Ecclesiastes is overly reductionist and
unlikely given the complexity of themes and ideas in the book, as well as strong evidence
for other referents of the hebel metaphor.
Another proponent of a similar view is Maurer. He is the most exhaustive in his
approach to cataloguing the connections between Gen 1-4 and Ecclesiastes, and the
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present study owes a great debt to his work. He approaches the relationship between Abel
and hebel by stating:
Abel is an example—in other words, a type—of what hevel is. In a certain way,
Qoheleth translates the life of Abel in general terms, addressing various aspects of
human life and the human condition. At least some of the hevel statements in the
book of Ecclesiastes could apply to Abel’s fate…Particularly applicable to Cain
and Abel is the statement about the abnormality of a situation where the righteous
ﬁnds himself where the wicked should be and the wicked where the righteous
should be (Eccl 8: 14). Other statements such as the one addressing the fact that
wicked men live long lives and righteous men die early could also be seen as a
reﬂection on Cain and Abel (Eccl 7:15). But overall, Abel’s life helps understand
the concept of hevel, which does not simply mean ﬂeeting or vain, but rather
expresses a tension between what is expected to happen and the actual course of
events.8
Again this approach bears a considerable amount of similarity to the present study, but
with some key differences that leave some open questions. First, it must be stated that
there is much positive content here. Maurer builds a considerable case for a significant
amount of shared vocabulary and concepts between the two books, which gives his
statement here credence. Maurer here is also more cautious than Toews and Meek,
unwilling to assign all uses of hebel to an Abel referent. Perhaps the best part of his
approach is that it has a clear criterion: these uses of hebel must bear similarity to Abel’s
life, with particular attention given to a gap between what is expected to happen in life
and what actually happens. Though there is much that is very positive about Maurer’s
approach, identifying uses of hebel that apply to Abel was not the purpose of his work
and thus his theory is not as well-developed as it could be and lacks any kind of clear
exegesis to identify the passages which refer to Abel. Maurer avoids overstating his case
as Toews and Meek do, but stops short of any kind of full rubric for identifying
references to Abel in Ecclesiastes.
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Criteria for Establishing Abel as a Referent of Hebel
The present study differs from previous approaches to the topic in key ways. Most
importantly, this study proposes a more specific rubric for identifying Abel referents than
any of the previous studies. Though Miller’s framework for identifying the referents of
hebel mentions subject and predicate as key for identification, he often relies heavily on
“guarding terms” such as key words and synonyms to identify which referent of hebel is
in mind rather than strong contextual clues. Though this is an excellent methodology
when one is attempting to establish definite boundaries of a theory, this does not line up
with the nature of word usage and linguistics.9 An example is helpful in explaining this
problem. Returning to the English example of “green,” Miller’s suggestion of guarding
terms would be the equivalent of saying that “green” takes the referent of “jealousy”
when it is paired with the guarding term “envy.” This is certainly true: “She was green
with envy,” will always indicate jealousy to the reader in English, so “envy” is a useful
guarding term in identifying this referent.
Some referents, however, do not have clear guarding terms but rather rely more
strongly on context to determine meaning, an idea which this study identifies as
“guarding concepts.” Guarding concepts are ideas which are present in the near context
of a word which inform the meaning of the word but do not rely on specific vocabulary to
do so. An example of this would be the “environmentalist” referent of “green.” There is
not a clear guarding term to indicate this referent because there are many possible terms
that could make this referent clear in the context such as the negative “tree hugger” or the

Miller’s “guarding terms” are admittedly broad and numerous, but are still too restrictive given
the nature of language.
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positive “steward of the earth.” For example: “He tries to live responsibly. He limits his
consumption and monitors his footprint. He’s very green.” The referent of “green” in this
example is clearly “environmentalist,” but it would be very difficult to establish the use
of clear guarding terms here because the words used are common to regular English
usage while also not required use for the description of one who cares for the
environment.10 The recognition of green’s referent here relies on the weight of context
and a number of indicators that build the concept of caring for the environment rather
than a specific vocabulary to establish this referent.
The lack of strong recognition and use of “guarding concepts” is where Miller’s
thesis falls short of fully understanding hebel. Though he admits that his “transient”
referent lacks many clear guarding terms, Miller does not explore the broader idea of
guarding concepts with any amount of clarity. Miller (generally speaking) employs
specific verbal triggers to identify the referents of hebel, but this study suggests that there
are broader “guarding concepts” in many passages that can be found to be closely tied
with the use of Abel as a referent of hebel. These “guarding concepts” are specific and
concrete, but do not necessarily utilize specific words (as Miller prefers). These common
concepts have been noted above in the identification of Qohelet’s inner-biblical allusions
to Genesis, but will be identified more specifically in the exegesis section of this study.
The two key guarding concepts that Qohelet uses to indicate an Abel referent for hebel
are transience and death.

That is, “responsible” and “footprint” are common words that are not always or even mostly
connected with green living in English, while at the same time being far less common indicators of
environmentalism.
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Transience as a Guarding Concept
It has been previously noted that Miller’s rubric for recognizing a “transience”
referent for hebel is significantly less specific than for other referents. This study suggests
that one possible reason for this is Miller’s lack of recognition for a possible Abel
referent. His “transience” referent lacks many clear guarding terms because the idea of
transience is an indicator of a different referent: Abel. If this is true, uses of hebel that
Miller recognizes as having a “transience” referent are highly likely to have Abel as a
referent. Because Abel’s life was characterized by its brevity, references to the transitory
nature of life are likely to refer to him, especially when the context and content of the
usage matches with the narrative arc of Abel’s life. Maurer’s suggestion for identifying
Abel in Ecclesiastes is similar to this idea, but at an earlier, less formed stage.
Abel may function as a singular referent in place of “transience” in some contexts,
but it is also possible and likely that Abel can be inferred in a multivalent (Miller’s term)
sense in which it takes one of Miller’s proposed referents as well as referring to the
character Abel. This means that a usage of hebel could suggest, for example, both that
something is “foul” and suggest an “Abel” referent at the same time. This sounds like a
somewhat complicated and technical usage when explained in detail, but is often
intuitively understood by a reader or listener. For example, consider the English sentence
“He’s ‘Green’ alright!” In the context of a new and inexperienced co-worker with the last
name of “Green,” this statement could easily be understood as a clever double meaning
that pokes fun at the man’s inexperience by using his name. The speaker has made a
clever joke because the man’s last name is “Green,” a fact that is quite humorous when
the man displays the attributes of someone that is very inexperienced. Because of the
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appellative nature of Abel’s name, there are several possible instances in Ecclesiastes that
use just such a clever play on words to refer to Abel while simultaneously using hebel in
another sense.

Death as a Guarding Concept
Given the context of Abel in Gen 4, uses of hebel in Ecclesiastes that are
connected with the frustration of death should be examined as likely candidates for an
Abel referent. It can be argued that dying is what Abel is most famous for. Because he
was the first man to die, Abel was also the first to experience this aspect of the curse from
Gen 3, making Abel a kind of archetype of death’s inescapability in the realm of human
existence. Though his work deals more specifically with the violent aspects of Abel’s
death, H.G.L. Peels rightly notes: “Genesis 4 not only contains the first description of the
phenomenon of human violence in the Old Testament; this chapter also offers an
exemplary description of it.”11 His work sees Abel’s death as the violent act that begins a
downward spiral of violence for humankind that continues throughout Genesis and to
today, but it is also true that Abel’s death is the first in a book that is filled with death.
In the Genesis narrative, Abel exemplifies not only violence, but the death of
humankind itself. Abel prefigures the death of all humans which becomes clear in the
genealogy of Gen 5. Arie Leder observes of the narrative arc of Gen 4-5: “Cain kills
Abel; the dark refrain ‘and then he died’ marks all Adam’s descendants; the once-good
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waters, now loosed to destroy, bring the death of all life.”12 This genealogy is notable in
Genesis because, as Leder notes, it repeats the phrase “and he died” again and again,
emphasizing that the punishment for eating of the tree has indeed come to humanity. The
meaning of Abel’s name serves to emphasize this even more – by calling attention to the
brief nature of his life, the text of Genesis emphasizes all the more that the life of
humanity is but a “breath.”
Maurer offers additional insight into the thematic connection between early
Genesis and death, writing: “Life and death are important concerns of Genesis 1—4. The
emphasis on the creation of living beings by God is very clear in the creation account.
However, the presence of death is already foreseen in Genesis 2 (Gen. 2:17) and it is at
the center of Genesis 3 and 4. Life and death are at the center of Qoheleth’s concern as
well.”13 There is a clear connection then between the curse, Gen 4, and death. Maurer
makes this connection even clearer elsewhere, drawing further attention to the appellative
nature of Abel’s name and making connections to Ecclesiastes:
His life is short, even though he is approved by God (see Eccl 7:15; 8:14), and it
is ended by murder, a type of oppression (see Eccl 4:1), by his brother who is not
approved by God, an act which has often been interpreted as an expression of
jealousy (see Eccl 4:4). Thus, it is possible that the author of Ecclesiastes has
chosen to use the word hevel because of its connection to Abel’s name and has
expanded the meaning illustrated in Abel’s life to all human endeavors and
aspects of human experience.14
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In summary, there is a strong and inescapable connection between the character Abel and
the concept of death. Thus one of the key elements to look for in a possible Abel referent
of hebel is the guarding concept of death.

A Final Consideration
One final consideration is needed for the sake of explanation. Is it really possible
for a person to act as the referent of another word? Though it is unusual to use a name as
a referent, it is not outside the realm of possibility. Returning to the previous example of
“green” in the English language, it is conceivable that given the proper context, the
sentence “He is green” could also communicate that the person in question looks like or
behaves in a way very similar to a person with the surname “Green.” For example, one
co-worker might say to another: “Look at the way he talks with his hands! He is Green to
a tee!” to indicate that the person in question behaves in a manner very similar to their
boss, Mr. Green. Though this is a less common form of referent, it is possible and
established in language. In order for this type of referent to be understood in a
conversation or text, “Green” would both need to be well-known to the audience that
receives the statement and proper contextual clues would need to be present. With both
these elements present, it becomes possible to understand the referent in this example to
be “Mr. Green” rather than “jealousy” or “an environmentalist.” Given the evidence
presented above, this study contends that Abel would have been known well to the
audience and enough contextual clues (both textual and conceptual) are present in
Ecclesiastes to consider “Abel” as a referent for hebel in Qohelet’s work.

CHAPTER FIVE: EXEGESIS OF RELEVANT PASSAGES

Using the death, transience, and presence of probable Genesis allusions as a
guide, passages with Abel as a referent are listed below. Because possible Abel referents
rely on contextual rather than grammatical clues, the likelihood of Abel as a referent
therefore relies strongly on the exegesis of the text, which is provided below. Probable
texts with Abel as a referent are Eccl 2:15, 18-21; 3:19; 6:11-12; 7:15; 8:10, 14. Because
the clearest Genesis allusions occur early on in Ecclesiastes, the final three proposed
passages lack clear Genesis allusions, but the strong similarities to Abel’s “transient” life
make these passages likely possibilities for an Abel referent.
The goal of this exegetical study is not to fully comment on every aspect of the
text, but to establish the presence of the necessary elements that indicate an Abel referent
of hebel. A final “negative” example is also included to demonstrate the usability of this
criteria for the exclusion of hebel passages as well. English translation of the passages is
taken from the ESV, with “vanity” in each text replaced with “vapor” and indicated in
brackets as hebel to make usages of the term clear within the context of the passages.

Ecclesiastes 2:15, 18-21
Then I said in my heart, “What happens to the fool will happen to me also. Why
then have I been so very wise?” And I said in my heart that this also is vapor
[hebel]…18I hated all my toil in which I toil under the sun, seeing that I must
leave it to the man who will come after me, and who knows whether he will be
wise or a fool? Yet he will be master of all for which I toiled and used my wisdom
under the sun. This also is vapor [hebel]. So I turned about and gave my heart up
to despair over all the toil of my labors under the sun, because sometimes a person
who has toiled with wisdom and knowledge and skill must leave everything to be
enjoyed by someone who did not toil for it. This also is vapor [hebel] and a great
evil.
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Context and Structure
A proper exegesis of any passage relies first and foremost on an understanding of
how that text fits into broader context in which it is found. As such, these three proposed
“Abel” usages must first be placed properly in Qohelet’s flow of thought. The greatest
challenge of these texts is to determine where the major breaks in thought are located
within ch. 2. The structure of Ecclesiastes can be puzzling at best, and there have been
almost as many different outlines of the book as there are commentaries on it. Peter Enns
even comments that any attempt to find order in the book will ultimately be revealed to
be artificial.1 Though the structure of Qohelet’s writing may remain a mystery, an attempt
must still be made to find order in the seeming chaos of Qohelet’s mind to establish an
understanding of how hebel is used in this passage.
Various attempts at understanding how Ecclesiastes is organized as a whole have
led to many schemes for splitting the main thought sections in this part of the book.
Bartholomew, for example, sees 1:12-12:7 as one major section exploring the meaning of
life, encompassing numerous subsections within it with varying levels of transition
between them. He divides 2:1-11 as “Testing Pleasure and the Good Life” and 2:12-23
as “The Problem of Death and One’s Legacy.”2 This suggestion introduces a major split
in ch. 2 without a concerted attempt at finding a unity between sections. As noted above,
Enns despairs of finding any clear structure, but still attempts an outline of the book,
dividing 1:16-2:11 as “Pursuit of Meaning by Kingly Means” as this section is where
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Qohelet presumably takes on the persona of Solomon.3 He then splits 2:12-26 as
“Wisdom, Folly, and Labor Have No Payoff.”4 Longman disagrees, seeing the “royal
experiment” to extend from 1:13-2:26.5 Within the framework of the royal experiment,
Longman also places a split between 2:11 and 12. Seow agrees with Longman on
extending the “royal experiment” to 2:26 and agrees as well with a division between v. 11
and v. 12.6 Meanwhile Fox sees ch. 2 as a unity which he calls “An Experiment with
Pleasure,” but also places a split between 11 and 12.7 In short, these major commentators
all seem to agree on some kind of content division between 2:11 and 12, but have serious
disagreements as to the unity of ch. 2 as a whole, variously placing major divisions or no
divisions at all.
Though there is merit for a kind of “soft” textual split between vv. 11 and 12 as
Qohelet moves from speaking of pleasure to speaking of knowledge, Miller notes that
this should not be considered to be a major transition point and that the “royal
experiment” should be considered to extend to v. 26. He explains:
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Some commentators believe that the official “royal experiment” ends at 2:11
since what follows in chapter 2 is more deliberative than active (like the matters
of 2:1–11). However, it seems better to extend the experiment context to the end
of the chapter because (1) Qohelet continues to explore the issues of toil and
wisdom that he raised at the outset, and (2) his major conclusion in 2:24–26
addresses all three issues—pleasure as well.8
Extending the royal experiment to the end of ch. 2 as Miller, Longman, and Seow suggest
removes some of the more serious organizational difficulties and provides a much greater
unity to ch. 2, enabling the reader to see the common thread that runs through the content
and is resolved in the chapter’s final verses.
As noted above, there is clear evidence for the small break between vv.11 and 12,
though the transition there should not be a major one. Though vv. 1-11 deal with the
testing of more “physical” activities, vv.12-17 with wisdom and knowledge, and vv. 1823 with toil, the core sentiment in v. 15 applies to all. Why accumulate anything? The
question is never answered fully, but a simple answer is given in v. 11 with “Then I
considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had expended in doing it, and behold,
all was vanity and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the
sun.” Qohelet looks at the work involved to accumulate anything and sees it as wasted.
But why? Verse 12 moves on to the similar problem of the wise and the foolish, but v. 15
explains the great equalizer in all pursuits: death. Why seek pleasure? Why seek
wisdom? Why accumulate through toil? It does no visible lasting good to indulge, to be
overly wise, or to toil endlessly because “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and
naked shall I return” (Job 1:21a). In the end all meet death and are wiped from the face of
the earth. As Miller rightly notes, beyond this smaller conceptual tie the greater
indication of unity in the whole of ch. 2 is that 2:24-26 provides Qohelet’s solution to his
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various wonderings in this chapter. This conceptual link is important in establishing the
unity of ch. 2.

Allusion to Genesis
Part of what most commentators call the “royal experiment,” this text deals with
Qohelet’s attempt to find meaning and pleasure in the world. As the “Context and
Structure” section above has argued, the entirety of ch. 2 should be considered part of the
royal experiment and a complete thought resolving in vv. 24-26. Though Qohelet shifts
between different aspects of the experiment, there is a unity to the entire section that
should not be ignored.
This unity is important because although there are no immediate allusions to
Genesis in 2:15 and 19-21, the larger context of the chapter contains a significant
allusion. Verheij notes strong textual allusion to Gen 1-2 in Eccl 2:4-6, which he explains
in the context of the royal experiment. He argues that in the text of Eccl 2:4-6, Qohelet
does not simply take on the persona of a king (Solomon), but even goes so far as to
briefly take on the role of God in vv. 4-6. He writes: “Now his mention of this certainly
sounds like the well-known language of an ancient king, boasting that he has done what
in fact his workmen have accomplished. However, in its actual wording this passage is a
paraphrase of the planting of the Garden of Eden, with indeed Qohelet himself as subject,
instead of God…”9 The shared vocabulary paints the picture of a person intent on finding
purpose and pleasure in life, only to be disappointed. He accumulates as much as
possible, which as a king is a considerable amount. One of the king’s projects is the
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building of gardens and the planting of trees. As Verheij notes, vv. 4-6 take the search
one step further than the previous verses: rather than simply building the gardens of a
king, the strong shared vocabulary in these verses indicate that Qohelet was trying rather
to rebuild a kind of Edenic experience. He has accumulated all that a king would need,
but is disappointed. He then attempts to find rest in a re-creation of Eden, planting as
God planted. The result? There was nothing to be gained. The experiment failed because
paradise has been lost. All that lives now dies and all that is pleasurable passes.
Bartholomew notes this connection between death and Eden, commenting on this passage
that “Qohelet appears to be aware of and interacting with the early chapters of Genesis,
and there we do indeed find a sophisticated reflection on death. Death in Gen. 2 and 3 is
primarily about the severing of life with God, and physical death is merely a symptom of
this thicker dimension of death. Disobedience leads to expulsion from Eden, the place of
blessing and of God’s presence.”10 His observation makes a specific link not only to the
curse, but to the loss of Eden, which has been suggested above as a key theme in the
context of ch. 2.
The use of Genesis provides an important frame for the following verses, which
go on to deal with the folly of wisdom (vv. 12-17) and the folly of toil (vv. 18-23)
because all is lost through death. This close allusion also strengthens the likelihood that
latent themes in this text will bring Genesis and Abel to the mind of the reader. The
concept of “toil” should also be noted, as it forms a strong conceptual tie to the curse of
Gen 3. Forman notes: “In both books God creates man of dust and to limit the power of
man he imposes upon him toil – only in Genesis it is physical while in Ecclesiastes it is
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intellectual toil! - and finally death is the sentence decreed for all creatures.”11 These
themes echo the themes of the curse of Gen 3, providing a strong context for a possible
use of Abel as referent for hebel. Maurer here provides considerable insight into the
frustration of toil:
Like in Genesis 3, the book of Ecclesiastes presents toil as a painful, difﬁcult, and
daily activity of human life. However, eating—made the result of toil by the fall
and the curse on the ground that ensued—is one of the few pleasures given by
God that Qoheleth ﬁnds to be a temporary remedy to the overall absurdity of life.
Even though toil retains its negative connotation, eating, drinking, and enjoyment
are not negative activities, but activities that may make toil bearable. The one who
cannot enjoy these things is doubly miserable and Qoheleth judges this man’s
situation as particularly grievous (Eccl 5:13—16). This particular view, which
runs through the whole book of Ecclesiastes, indicates that not only individual
passages of the book reuse the early chapters of Genesis, but key themes and
ideas of Genesis 1—4 penetrate the thought of the book.12
This is not the only place in which this concept appears, but the disconnect between “toil
and eating” that Maurer observes is certainly present in this passage. That a person
should toil only to have it go to another that has not worked for it is hebel. Though this is
more of a conceptual echo than an allusion to Genesis, the relationship between these
ideas is key: the curse forced a wedge between the relationship of toil to eating. Rather
than receiving what you work for, the ground will only produce with much toil and what
is produced may go to another. A textual allusion as well as this conceptual allusion
heighten the likelihood that an Abel referent for hebel appears in the context of ch. 2.
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Transience as a Guarding Concept
Bartholomew asks in his extended meditation on this section: “Is nothing
permanent? Does nothing last?”13 These are certainly the questions on Qohelet’s mind as
well. The concept of transience is the foundation for Qohelet’s wonderings here. It is the
sister idea of death: because death is the great equalizer, life by its very nature is
transient. In addition to the broad concept of transience in this passage, a more specific
key term is suggestive of transience as well. Enns writes of the wise and the fool in this
passage: “Quickly both are forgotten; there is ultimately no distinction between the two.
In death the wise and the fool are on equal footing.”14 The term which Enns phrases
“quickly,” (הַ י ִָמים הַ בָ ִאים, v. 16), can be translated in various ways that communicate a
short time, and Fox notes that it clearly refers to the near future.15 Everything passes
quickly; nothing lasts. This clearly communicates the idea of transience and is planted
amidst three usages of hebel; these observations combined form a much fuller unity to
this passage than if the idea of transience is removed. This phrase introduces an idea of
ephemerality which, in the context of the other elements used to identify an Abel referent
in these texts, communicates a strong idea of the “shortness” of breath, hebel.
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Death as a Guarding Concept
The first verses of the chapter deal with the folly of indulgence, and Qohelet
follows this experiment with the test of wisdom. He finds that the wise die just as the fool
does because all live under the sentence of death. Though the term itself does not appear
specifically very often in this text, Bartholomew notes that the stink of death hangs over
this section, commenting that “Qohelet is living at a time in which Yahwism appears to
have run into the ground—God’s promises to Abraham and Israel appear to have come to
nothing…Empirically it is true that both wise and foolish die, and from what we can
observe this indeed is the end for both. If this is the truth about death, then it certainly
raises the most acute questions about life.”16 This is the clear point of ch. 2: death is the
great equalizer. Why indulge? You cannot keep it. Why be wise? You will die just like
the fool. Why toil? You will only leave it to another. The theme of death runs strong
through the entirety of ch. 2, but is especially clear in v. 15: “What happens to the fool” is
certainly death, and it “will happen to me also.” Enns comments on this particular verse:
“It is, in other words, the specter of death that relativizes any profit to be found in this
life…any advantage of wisdom over folly is good only for this life and will come to an
abrupt end when one dies, and this causes Qohelet serious consternation. Wisdom, in
other words, has only relative profit, not absolute.”17
Whereas v. 15 deals specifically with the inability of wisdom to change the
ultimate fate, vv.18-21 encapsulate all of the matters that Qohelet has addressed in ch. 2
and shows that death is the great equalizer for them all. In a cursed world, humanity has
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no ability to control its ultimate fate. Iain Provan explains: “Death is the ultimate
statement of mortal lack of control, which must always pass to another who will benefit
from his predecessor’s input.”18 Death runs throughout these verses. In vv. 18-21, he
states: “…sometimes a person who has toiled with wisdom and knowledge and skill must
leave everything to be enjoyed by someone who did not toil for it. This also is vanity and
a great evil.” The theme is expressed again of death stealing the fruits of toil from the
laborer, this time added together with the idea of wisdom and knowledge from the
previous section, combining what has come before into one lament about the ability of
death to steal away what we seek. Death does not care if you are rich or poor, wise or
foolish, righteous or unrighteous. Death always comes to all, a fact which confounds
Qohelet. Seow comments: “For Qohelet, the fate of death comes to all mortals: the wise
and the foolish alike (2:15), animals and humans alike (3:19), the wicked and the
righteous alike (9:2–3). Death does not discriminate among mortals. It is the fate of one
and all.”19 The guarding concept of death is inescapably present in these verses.

Summary
As the present study seeks to amend and sometimes correct Miller’s hebel-symbol
thesis, it is necessary at times to examine how he categorizes the usage of hebel in a
particular passage and why Abel may be a better choice or part of a multivalent use of
hebel. In v. 15, Miller identifies the usage of hebel to be multivalent, emphasizing the
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insubstantiality of life while also emphasizing the foulness of this truth.20 The usages of
hebel in vv. 18-21 also employ the referent “foulness” because the idea that another
person profits from an individual’s work is like a bad smell.21 Though this study does not
seek to question his identification of hebel’s referents in these verses, the presence of
nearby allusions to Genesis alongside the guarding concepts of transience and the clear
guarding concept of death make it likely that the reader could understand this reference to
hebel to be a kind of double meaning, referring to the frustrations of life while
simultaneously bringing the character Abel to mind. This is especially likely in the case
of v. 15, which Miller already categorizes as using more than one hebel referent. These
connections are strengthened when combined with vv.18-21, which are all grouped under
the broader unity of ch. 2.
These verses can easily be tied to the story of Cain and Abel. Abel was the
“wise” person who offered the correct offering, while what Cain offered was lacking.
Though the term “wise” is not present in the context of Gen 4, the use of this passage in
the wisdom literature context of Ecclesiastes frames the plot and characters of Gen 4 in
this way. Even though Abel should have been the one rewarded, he was the one who died
and left everything behind for the one who did not deserve it. He was righteous and wise,
yet met an early demise only to have others profit from his work. The continuing
experience of this happening in the world is confounding to Qohelet, who exclaims:
“This too is like Abel!”
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Ecclesiastes 3:19
For what happens to the children of man and what happens to the beasts is the
same; as one dies, so dies the other. They all have the same breath [ruah, a
different term for breath], and man has no advantage over the beasts, for all is
vapor [hebel].

Context and Structure
Again any type of consensus as to the overall structure of ch. 3 is lacking among
commentators while there is general agreement concerning minor breaks in the text. Just
as in ch. 2, Bartholomew sees two separate sections to ch. 3, one about time and the other
focusing on injustice and death.22 This understanding of the structure of ch. 3 sees 3:1622 as a unit and is the commonly held view among commentators. The notable
exceptions to this organization are Miller, who labels the whole of ch. 3 as “God’s Work
in Time and Eternity” and Seow, who labels 3:1-22 as “Everything is in the Hand of
God,” though both of these commentators subdivide the chapter in v. 16 as well.23 This
break is indicated by the transitional word יתי
ִ “( ָר ִאI saw,” v.16), which moves the text to
a new idea. Though a case may be made for understanding the whole of ch. 3 as a unit,
for the purposes of this study the smaller division will be used, limiting this study of
context to 3:16-22.
Many commentators separate out 3:16-22 as dealing variously with injustice,
death, or both.24 Verse 16 begins with a lament that injustice/wickedness are found
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everywhere. A dialogue then begins within Qohelet that does not end well. Enns
summarizes: “Qohelet begins with a complaint about the lack of justice in the world
(3:16–17). No matter where he looks under the sun, justice and guilt, right behavior and
guilt, are flip-flopped. In v. 17 he considers the fact that God will judge the one in the
right and the perpetrator, but that is at best a temporary and shallow consolation, if not an
outright taunt.”25 Though one may trust that God will judge, what does humankind
ultimately know? From Qohelet’s perspective, humankind is no different than animals in
observable ends.
Longman draws from this that Qohelet has no belief in the afterlife, stating: “In
short, this section is one of a number that indicate to us that Qohelet did not have a
conception of the afterlife…In other words, his observation extends beyond ‘under the
sun’ to what takes place in the afterlife, but he concludes that there is nothing there.”26
This viewpoint is unnecessary and infers more than the text suggests. Though it may (or
may not) be true that Qohelet did not believe in an afterlife, what is more likely here is
that he simply laments that all creatures meet the same end: death. Bartholomew
explains: “The problem is, on the basis of observation (i.e., in the light of Qohelet’s
autonomous epistemology) it is impossible to know what happens after death.”27 Enns is
more agnostic on the issue, writing: “…he rejects it [the idea of an afterlife], or at least
any way of knowing for sure. It is worth mentioning that some notion of the afterlife in
Israelite thought must have been current for such a denunciation to have made sense
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(although there are hardly enough details here to suggest a full picture for us).”28 In any
case, the focus here is not the afterlife, but on death itself. Though the historical view of
the afterlife in Israel at this time may be helpful in the area of scholarship, it is not the
matter that Qohelet is addressing here, death is.

Allusion to Genesis
This passage benefits from having the clearest allusion to Genesis in the book of
Ecclesiastes, as Maurer and even Dell (who questions most of the Genesis allusions) put
it.29 Anderson summarizes this allusion most concisely: “Qoheleth's linguistic
dependence on the Genesis text is found in 3:20b: 'all come from dust, and to dust all
return'; and 12:7: 'and the dust returns to the ground it came from. Their counterpart is
found in Gn. 3:19c: 'for dust you are and to dust you will return'. This direct linguistic
connection leaves little doubt that Qoheleth was familiar with Gn. 3:17-19.”30 As this
passage is listed by numerous scholars as one of the clearest if not the clearest allusions
to Genesis in Ecclesiastes, there is no doubt that this section passes the test of having an
allusion (in this case a very clear one) nearby. If this is not intended to be a direct
quotation, it is at the very least clear that Qohelet intends the reader to consider the
Genesis curse here. Anderson explains this passage’s connection to the curse, writing:
“Human existence will not be remembered (v. 11) because death, the ultimate expression
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of the curse, will be swallowed up by the creation as they return to the dust (cf. 3:20 and
12:7).”31
This continues the trend that has already been observed in these suggested Abel
referent passages: a strong preoccupation with the curse and its effects on humanity. This
is of course not limited to these passages, but is found throughout Ecclesiastes. This
passage continues that trend, but in a much clearer way than the passages in ch. 2 did.
Death is certainly present in this passage.

Transience as a Guarding Concept
The larger context of ch. 3 provides the concept of transience in v. 19. The
famous “time for everything” poem, though beloved by many, makes a strong statement
about the passing nature of all things. Enns’ caution to the reader is both memorable and
worth repeating in full: “When we come to the opening verses of this passage, it is
important that we resist playing in our minds the catchy tune written by Pete Seeger and
made more popular by the Byrds in the 1960s (“Turn, Turn, Turn”). The harmonies are
nice, but this passage is anything but harmonious.”32 When the reader approaches this
text with a pre-understanding that it communicates harmony, much is missed: this is
fundamentally a poem about loss. The correct understanding of this poem makes the
transition to the passage at hand less jarring.
Enns writes of the transition from the poem to this passage: “God’s order of life’s
events goes beyond times of birthing and dying, sowing and reaping, sewing and tearing
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as in 3:1–8. It includes the very notion of justice…”33 That is the matter which Qohelet
turns to in this passage. He laments that there seems to be no justice because not only do
the wise die like the fool, but all die just as animals do! Seow frames the usage of hebel
here in terms of transience, writing: “In the face of this common fate, then, Qohelet
concludes that people have no advantage over animals because everything is ‘vanity’ –
ephemeral and unreliable (v 19).”34 The context of this passage breathes transience from
every line of the poem, lamenting that the passing nature of things steals justice from
humanity. Not only that, but humanity is transient as well, dying just as the beasts of the
field do. Taking the chapter as a unified whole clears up problematic transition verses and
reveals a clear presence of the idea of transience as Qohelet ponders the similar fate of
all, human and beast alike, who experience “A time to be born and a time to die” (3:2).

Death as a Guarding Concept
In this passage, death is clearly and verbally connected with the curse pronounced
on humanity in Gen 3, which Abel is the first to experience. Here Qohelet laments that
the fate of humankind is no different than that of animals: both die. Though it should be
that the wicked are punished, that is not what is always observed. Longman comments
here that “Death raises a question mark over the possibility of even divine judgment since
at best there is only a glimmer of hope, according to Qohelet, that our fate is any different
from an animal’s.” 35 The wise die. Fools die. Animals die. Death is the great equalizer.
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Qohelet does not merely lament that fact by bringing up death as a concept, but
goes further by quoting the first pronouncement of death from Gen 3:19 to emphasize it
all the more. He does not provide any clear solution to the problem of death in this
passage, but the struggle with death is fully on display in these verses. Enns eloquently
describes Qohelet’s struggle, stating that “…he rails against death and refuses to go
gently into the dying of the light. He confronts us with the abnormality of death and
rightly denaturalizes it.”36 In other words, Qohelet is struggling here with the curse: in
“denaturalizing” death, Qohelet is struggling with the fact that “this is not how things are
supposed to be.” The order that the world should have is broken to such an extent that
humans, the supposed pinnacle of creation, meet an end no different than that of animals.
This incredibly strong presence of death, which is inextricably tied to Gen 3-4, makes a
very strong case for Abel as a referent of hebel here.

Summary
Miller suggests that the referent for hebel in this passage is the broad term
“insubstantiality.” As noted earlier, this term is very broad and can function as a kind of
catch-all for Miller at times. Though the referent “insubstantial” is certainly broad
enough to accommodate this passage, Abel as the referent of hebel fits this context more
specifically. Reasons for this have already been made clear above, but further reflection
is provided here as well.
There is a burning question in Qohelet’s mind in this passage that has to do with
the fundamental fairness or unfairness of life. Longman comments of Qohelet’s deeper
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question: “Whether belief in the afterlife was common or not, his questioning of it does
not allow him to resolve the real issue of the passage – retribution. When will God set
things right?”37 That is the fundamental question of the Abel narrative as well. Death has
come to humankind with the murder of Abel, but what will God do to set things right?
Abel’s blood “cries out from the ground,” (Gen 4:10), but will God avenge it? Though
Cain received a curse from God, the curse was that of long life; by putting a mark on
Cain, God in effect prolonged his life while the life of righteous Abel was cut short. The
great tragedy of Gen 4 in Qohelet’s terms is that Abel died just like the sacrifice he
offered to God. Though it should not be the case, a human died just as animals did.
This is the great tragedy of the curse: was not humankind the keeper of creation?
Were they not given a special place to rule? Yet Qohelet struggles because the curse is
the great equalizer; all humans and all beasts die, just as Abel pointlessly died. Here is
glimpsed again the continuing struggle with death; it makes the aphorisms of Proverbs
seem to ring hollow because they so often fail to materialize in a cursed world.

Transition
Here a transition occurs in passages with a possible Abel referent. Having
foundationally established the connection with Genesis, the curse, and Abel, in the first
half of the book, the last three passages no longer employ clear allusions to Genesis to
indicate the presence of the Abel referent. These passages rely on the previous Abel
references through the reuse of statements that have already been made using similar or
identical language, as well as much stronger contextual clues that hint at Abel’s
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experience. Additionally, Miller classifies all of these passages as having “transience”
referents, which generally communicate a relationship to Abel’s short lifespan. The
following three passages are also likely to take an Abel referent for hebel, though the case
cannot be made as strongly due to the lack of clear Genesis allusions in the second half of
Ecclesiastes.
Ecclesiastes 6:11–12
The more words, the more breath [hebel], and what is the advantage to man? For
who knows what is good for man while he lives the few days of his vapor-like
[hebel] life, which he passes like a shadow? For who can tell man what will be
after him under the sun?

Context and Structure
Chapter 6 is difficult to divide, as some commentators (such as Bartholomew) see
it as a whole while others (Enns and Longman) divide vv. 10-12 off into another section.
Seow and Miller use a more extreme division, placing a major break from Part 1 to Part 2
of the entire book of Ecclesiastes between v. 9 and v. 10. This makes these verses quite
difficult indeed to understand in their surrounding context, as the logical context of the
passage as a whole is difficult to determine and commentators fail to come to any kind of
consensus.
A key consideration for the present study is that even if there is a major content
division beginning in v. 10 as Seow and Miller propose, vv. 11-12 are still in close
proximity to the beginning of ch. 6, meaning that the content there is still fresh in the
reader’s mind. This is important because several ideas that have already been shown to
suggest Abel as a referent for hebel are restated earlier in ch. 6:
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(a) In 6:2 a man accumulates possessions, but another man will enjoy them. This
is called a “grievous evil” (See 2:21).38
(b) In 6:8 Qohelet returns to the lack of advantage that a wise man has over the
fool (See 2:15).
These ideas form the context for the new idea in 6:11-12 that humankind passes like a
shadow. Because these two ideas have already been shown to have a clear connection
with Abel and they form the foundation for the new idea expressed in vv. 11-12, an Abel
referent is more likely in the later verses. If this is the case, this fact also forms a
plausible argument that ch. 6 should be understood with some degree of unity as
repetition builds to a new statement in this chapter.
Verses 11-12 are unusual in that although they contain two hebel usages, only one
is likely to reference Abel. The first usage is likely very close to a material usage
meaning simply “breath,” and is meant to be understood as a play on words: “the more
words, the more breath is required.” The more words there are, the more trouble – a
clever double meaning. In either case, this first use of hebel is clearly not a reference to
Abel. The second usage, however, refers to a life characterized by its transience.

Transience as a Guarding Concept
Miller notes that this passage is the first clear use of “transient” as a referent in
Ecclesiastes, writing: “Thus a new R value for hebel has been introduced by Qohelet and
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an additional way that hebel may be used to describe the human condition (S): its short
duration.”39 Longman agrees that “The metaphor is one that highlights the brevity of
human life, but perhaps even more pointedly its ephemerality.”40 This is the point that
Westermann and others have made about Abel’s name: rather than being simply a
coincidence, as an appellative it is intended to communicate something about the person
who bears the name. Bartholomew also agrees, stating: “Transience is indeed a major
theme in this section, but it contributes to the enigmatic nature of life. God, according to
Qohelet, has made people like a shadow…”41 In this case, Abel did not live out the life he
should have, but it was cut short by death and violence. In the context of the repeated
ideas above, this emphasis on the transient aspect of hebel makes Abel a likely candidate
either as the main referent of v. 12 or as a multivalent referent alongside Miller’s more
general “transience” referent.

Death as a Guarding Concept
Though the idea of death is not as overt in this passage as in others, it is certainly
latent in these verses. Two phrases suggest the presence of death as a guarding concept
here. First the phrase “few days” (v.12) focuses upon the transience of life while the
phrase “who can tell what will be after him” is suggestive of death. Though the second
phrase communicates an enigma that one cannot know, that enigma at its root is death: A
person cannot know what is after them because they are dead. Though traditional
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vocabulary for “death” is not explicitly employed in this passage, the concept is still the
driving force behind Qohelet’s reflection in these verses. The same terms that indicate the
transience of life also reveal that death is the reason for that transience. This presence of
the guarding concept of death continues to suggest that Abel is a likely referent for hebel
in 6:12.

Summary
Though this passage could also have the more general referent “transience” as
Miller suggests, the specific connection of this idea to death would more specifically call
Abel to mind. The repetition of previous ideas earlier in ch. 6 that have been
demonstrated to have Abel as a referent strengthens the case that this reference to the
transience of life most likely refers to Abel. As Miller’s framework lacks an abundance
of guarding terms for the “transience” referent, the suggestion of Abel as a referent when
framed by the concept of death makes a stronger case in this instance than Miller’s more
general suggestion.

Ecclesiastes 7:15
In my vapor-like [hebel] life I have seen everything. There is a righteous man
who perishes in his righteousness, and there is a wicked man who prolongs his
life in his evildoing.

Context and Structure
Again the broader context of ch. 7 is important in rightly understanding the
concepts of v. 15. Just as ch. 3 employed the unusual style of a poem, ch. 7 transitions
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into using a proverbial style in its first 12 verses. Bartholomew notes: “The literary style
changes at the start of chap. 7: the first twelve verses are proverbs, many of which have
the ‘better-than’ form. Scholars differ about section divisions in this chapter.”42 As
Bartholomew comments above, the unusual style of this chapter makes for difficult
exegesis. There is an additional challenge in understanding how ch. 7 connects to the
previous verses in ch. 6. As the present study is not a full commentary on Ecclesiastes, a
full exploration of these difficulties cannot be conducted.
Thankfully the later transition in ch. 7 is clearer. Bartholomew explains that v. 13
works as a link between the proverbs of vv. 1-12 and the reflections of vv. 14-22 on how
to approach wisdom in a crooked world.43 The full context of the passage at hand (7:15)
again repeats the consternation Qohelet feels at the order of things in the world. He states
in vv. 15-16: “In my vain life I have seen everything. There is a righteous man who
perishes in his righteousness, and there is a wicked man who prolongs his life in his
evildoing. Be not overly righteous, and do not make yourself too wise. Why should you
destroy yourself? Be not overly wicked, neither be a fool. Why should you die before
your time? (ESV)” These verses are indeed challenging. Though their structure is clear,
in this case it is the message of the verses that presents the greatest challenge to the
exegete. The idea here is similar to 2:15, which asked, “What happens to the fool will
happen to me also. Why then have I been so very wise?” but this passage expands that
question considerably by making the statement that one should avoid being “overly
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righteous” and “too wise.” A fuller treatment of these difficult verses is found in the
“Excursus” section below.
Qohelet follows v. 16 with more philosophizing about the nature of wisdom,
sometimes using additional proverb-like statements that are considerably more difficult
than those found in the book of Proverbs. Though Qohelet’s writing here is wandering
and at times hard to follow, Eswine eloquently captures the main idea of Qohelet’s
unusual style when he writes:
If Proverbs is like math, mostly dealing in equations in which one thing adds up to
equal another, then Ecclesiastes is like music, all mood with melody and tone. If
Proverbs is like meteorology giving us indicators so as to predict certain
outcomes, then Ecclesiastes is like the actual weather, fickle and unpredictable in
its ability to rant with storms or breathe easy with a midmorning breeze. In
Proverbs a good man plus God’s love and wisdom equals a good life. In
Ecclesiastes a good man plus God’s love still dies like the beast or the fool. In
Proverbs, wisdom gives us eyes to recognize the storm clouds and what to do in
response. In Ecclesiastes, death is a piece of tornado from which no proverbial
basement can shelter us.44
Qohelet tries his hand at proverbs, but they are proverbs fraught with difficulty,
confusion, and frustration.

Transience as a Guarding Concept
Though a very helpful framework for understanding hebel in this book, Miller’s
framework fails here to produce any clear direction, and the exegetical choice Miller
makes in this difficult passage is unusual. He writes: “…it is notable that this time [7:15]
no guarding terms are evident for hebel, whether in connection with transience or any
other R value…Thus, it is better to conclude that Qohelet is using hebel omnivalently,
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alluding in a general way to insubstantiality, foulness, and transience altogether.”45 In the
absence of any clear guarding terms, Miller opts that this usage must then be using all
referents simultaneously. This is a very odd choice considering how thoroughly Miller
forms his hebel-symbol thesis. Rather than entertaining the thought that there may be a
possible referent missing from his framework or that there may be something more
complex going on in this usage of hebel, Miller states that in the absence of any clear
indicators, hebel must be taking on all referents! This is extremely counterintuitive and
unlikely, and there is a better case to be made for Abel as the referent of hebel here.
Longman observes this unusual usage as well, but from another perspective,
writing: “Another one of Qohelet’s favorite words, meaningless (hebel), is also used here,
but in an uncharacteristic way… here it modifies the expression ‘days.’ Perhaps because
it is a time reference, some interpreters who normally translate the word ‘meaningless’ or
its equivalent revert to a temporal translation, ‘brief.’ This deviation from the normal
translation is unwarranted.”46 Longman also opts to stay away from the idea of
transience, at least in the translation of the term. Longman employs the “abstract” idea of
translation, opting for “meaningless” as the single best idea that communicates hebel in
Ecclesiastes. Because of this translation philosophy, Longman has a tendency to flatten
the complexities of the term throughout the book, so it is not surprising that he opts to do
so here as well. The reference Longman makes here to interpreters understanding this
usage in temporal terms is key. Crenshaw writes here that the “emphasis [of hebel] falls
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on the brevity of human days.”47 Fox agrees, phrasing it as “in my own brief span of
life.”48 Seow translates it “my fleeting lifetime.”49 Though Miller and Longman seem
doubtful, most commentators seem to favor a temporal, transient sense for this usage of
hebel. Verse 17 provides the key context for determining that v. 15 has a likely Abel
referent. It states: “Why should you die before your time?” The idea of death before the
“right” time has clear ties to transience, or a life cut short. Abel died before his time, a
righteous person perishing in righteousness, just as v. 15 explains.

Death as a Guarding Concept
As mentioned above, Miller notes a lack of guarding terms which causes him to
take hebel omnivalently here. Using the rubric for identifying an Abel referent, however,
reveals that there are elements present that invite one to make a more informed decision
about hebel’s referent here. The concept of death in v. 15 reveals the likely presence of an
Abel referent for hebel. Rather simply hinting at the concept of death, this time an actual
death term is utilized: ( אֹ בֵ֣דperish). This clues the reader into a likely reference to Abel
when no other guarding terms are present nearby. This specific linguistic connection to
death functions as an indicator when all of Miller’s indicators fail to appear.
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Summary
Of all hebel references in Ecclesiastes, the “plot” of this passage (and 8:14) most
clearly call Abel’s story to mind, as it communicates a rough outline of that narrative:
Abel was righteous and offered a good sacrifice (Gen 4:4), but perished in his
righteousness. Cain, on the other hand, prolonged his life with evildoing (Gen 4:8, 15).
Qohelet is concerned that this is so often the state of the world, and Abel is the archetype
for this story of injustice. Qohelet is not merely philosophizing, however. Enns reminds
that “…we must remember that Qohelet is not concerned with abstract moral categories,
but with very practical ones. He sees people doing the right things and perishing, while
those in the wrong live long.”50 How can this be? It is this confounding experience that
leads Qohelet to give what Longman calls “shocking advice”: do not be too righteous.51
Enns (echoing Eswine’s statements above) refers here to the book of Proverbs as
a point of comparison: “So given the unfairness of life, Qohelet advises that one be
neither abundantly righteous nor show oneself excessively wise. One cannot imagine
such words to be found in Proverbs, for example, where wisdom is supreme and is to be
sought after as more precious than anything (Prov 3:13–18; 8:10). But for Qohelet the
categories ‘too wise’ and ‘too righteous’ exist, and they lead to being ‘confounded.’”52
The reason for this has been explored at length in this study already: the curse is the great
equalizer: everyone is found by death and this fact makes the promises of Proverbs
sometimes ring hollow. Though Qohelet’s advice may seem shocking, he is not alone in

50

Enns, Ecclesiastes, 82–83.

51

Longman, Ecclesiastes, 195.

52

Enns, Ecclesiastes, 83.

83
noticing that the picture Proverbs paints of life does not always materialize. Seow gives a
further example of this phenomenon in the Old Testament, explaining:

Indeed, in the prophetic, hymnic, and wisdom traditions of Israel one finds
occasional challenges to the doctrine that the righteous and the wicked will
receive their appropriate recompense in this life. Sometimes people receive the
opposite of what they deserve (see Jer 12:1; Hab 1:4, 13; Job 21:7–26; Pss 10:1–
3; 73:2–14). Typically in these challenges the contradiction is left unresolved.
Qohelet, however, goes a step further in offering an admonition in the face of that
contradiction: do not be exceedingly righteous and do not be excessively wise…53
Due to the difficult nature of this advice and the degree to which it is entwined with the
use of hebel, it must be discussed in brief here.

Excursus: Qohelet’s Shocking Advice
One great difficulties in 7:15-16 is understanding what Qohelet means by being
“overly righteous” (v. 16, ESV). Seow articulates the confusion many feel at this advice,
asking the same questions that any reader would of Qohelet’s statements: “In what sense
is it bad to be too righteous or too wise? Is Qohelet teaching that a moderate amount of
wickedness or folly is a necessary thing? Is he amoral? Or is he merely being sarcastic, as
some commentators have suggested (so Lauha, Beek)?”54 Seow does not leave matters at
mere questioning, however.
Seow provides a clear and well-reasoned solution to Qohelet’s “shocking advice”
by first tackling what “overly righteous” could mean in the context of this passage. He
writes: “If there is any doubt as to the meaning of righteousness in this context, it is
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clarified in v 20: ‘there is no human so righteous, who does only good and does not err.’
This is what it means to be exceedingly righteous. It is to aspire to a righteousness that
admits only of good but allows no mistakes at all.”55 This observation makes the
difficulties of this text considerably clearer. It is a waste of energy and life to attempt
wise perfection. It is not possible for those living under the curse to achieve the type of
“over-righteousness” that Qohelet describes in this passage, and those that try will
ultimately find themselves frustrated at the limitations of humanity in this regard. Seow
again provides clarity here: “No one can attain that level of righteousness-wisdom, and
one who aspires to that may, indeed, ‘be confounded.’…One will end up harming oneself
when one strives to attain that level of righteousness-wisdom.”56
Though it seems that such a view of righteous perfection is too extreme for
anyone to actually hold to in the real world, it is certain that Qohelet addresses this issue
because there are those who believe themselves to be this righteous. Duane Garrett offers
an excellent biblical parallel and critique that illuminates Qohelet’s intention here further:
Like Job’s three friends, such people are convinced that the question of how a
human is to relate to God and the world is easily answered: If you obey all the
rules, you will be safe. The practical result of such a philosophy is asceticism
(self-denial in spiritual discipline). For the Teacher such asceticism is futile (in
that it is bound to fail), arrogant (in that it stems from a smug certainty about
one’s own righteousness), and miserable (in that ascetics have cut themselves off
from the normal joys of life).57
Those who seek and claim perfection do so at great risk because such righteousness
cannot be attained (7:20). The curse thus extends not only to the body of a person, but to
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the very soul has well – humans cannot hope to reach righteous perfection. As Seow
observes: “The mortal at best is, as it were, simul iustus et peccator—at once a just one
and a sinner.”58
But how does this relate to Abel? Qohelet’s “shocking advice” in v. 16 is a
reflection on the truth of the previous verse. Abel, as far as can be gleaned from the
narrative, was righteous. Hebrews 11:4 states that he was “commended as righteous” by
God (ESV). Though he was righteous his life was short, while Cain was evil and lived a
long life. If the righteous Abel met an early end, why expend effort trying to be perfect?
It is an unattainable goal in any case, and in a cursed and broken world it may make no
difference anyway. Abel therefore functions as a well-known example of the inability of
righteousness to prolong one’s life. This then leads to Qohelet’s advice in the following
verse. Seow closes the issue well, touching upon these themes of death and curse and
humankind’s inability to circumvent them, even with righteousness and wisdom: “The
delusion is that human beings can escape the reality of wickedness and folly simply by
being smart and doing all the right things. That is the hubris that one must avoid (vv. 16–
17). That attitude is the very opposite of the fear of God.”59
In the end, Qohelet’s “shocking advice” is not so shocking after all and in fact
makes sense in a world that is devastated by the curse and its ensuing injustice. Abel is an
excellent example of the inability of righteousness to extend a person’s life and thus
begins a line of thinking that leads Qohelet to caution the reader about attempts at
perfection.
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Ecclesiastes 8:10, 14
Then I saw the wicked buried. They used to go in and out of the holy place and
were praised in the city where they had done such things. This also is vapor
[hebel]…There is a vapor [hebel] that takes place on earth, that there are
righteous people to whom it happens according to the deeds of the wicked, and
there are wicked people to whom it happens according to the deeds of the
righteous. I said that this also is vapor [hebel].

Context and Structure
As has been noted in all of the previously examined passages, there is a great
amount of disagreement among commentators about the flow and division of ideas in ch.
8. Bartholomew splits the text at v. 10, with the theme until v. 17 of delayed judgment.60
Longman takes this idea one step further by wondering if the wicked are actually
punished at all, but divides vv. 10-15.61 Fox divides the text as Longman does, but sees
the topic broadly as “various injustices.”62 Enns, on the other hand, sees vv. 1-17 as a
unity, calling it “In the Hands of the Capricious King.”63 This is a bold choice because it
associates capriciousness both with the earthly king and with God. Seow divides vv. 917, calling it the “Response to Arbitrariness,” building off the theme he identifies in the
previous section.64 Garrett, oddly, divides 8:9-9:1 as a complete section titled “On
Theodicy,” which interprets the flow of thought and main idea vastly differently than
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other commentators.65 In short, there is very little agreement on organization of this
section and what exactly Qohelet is trying to say in this chapter. For the purposes of this
exegesis, the present study agrees with Longman that the most likely division here is vv.
10-15 while disagreeing with Longman’s expression of the main idea of this text.
The text at hand (vv. 10-15) begins in v. 10 with an interesting statement: After
lamenting a person’s power to hurt another in v. 9, Qohelet observes: “Then I saw the
wicked buried.” Qohelet then laments that the wicked receive the praise of others, and
because they do not receive immediate judgment sin continues to grow on the earth as
people sin more boldly without clear punishment. Qohelet then makes an aside stating
that in spite of this, he believes that ultimately those who fear God make the right choice
and that the wicked will not prosper. This leads to the lament in v. 14 that what should
happen to the wicked often happens to the righteous and vice versa. Qohelet then
commends joy to the reader. Questions abound: Why does Qohelet seem to bounce
between a negative and a positive view? How do the concepts of vv. 10-15 form a
coherent whole?

Transience as a Guarding Concept
There are a number of difficult issues in the interpretation of this passage. First,
the usage of hebel in v. 10, while in close proximity to the concept of death (the term
“buried”), lacks the framing idea of transience and is therefore unlikely to take an Abel
referent. It is likely that Miller’s referent “foulness” is evident here as he suggests.66 This
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is followed at the beginning of v. 14 by another usage of hebel which is also unlikely to
take Abel as a referent though taking “transience” as a referent. Context plays an
important role in excluding Abel as a referent for hebel in 14a. The phrase “There is a
hebel that takes place on earth,” is near to the phrase “righteous people to whom it
happens according to the deeds of the wicked,” which is highly suggestive of death.67
Though v. 14a has all the indicators that suggest an Abel referent, context makes it clear
that this usage serves rather as an introduction to the example of Abel which is
understood in v. 14b. This interpretation will be made clearer in the summary of this
section.
The interpretation of the flow of thought in these verses is a contentious issue, a
fact suggested by the wide variety of opinions in the “Context and Structure” section
above. Some commentators argue that vv. 10-15 employ parenthetical statements which
explain the ideas which bounce from positive to negative, while others understand
Qohelet to simply shift back and forth between a variety of ideas without a clear goal.
Neither of these explanations is satisfying, but Miller poses a different and very helpful
idea which hones in on transience as a key concept in this passage. He writes:
A third possibility involves the case made for an R value of transience in each of
hebel’s occurrences. With this understanding, the unjust situations in vv. 10-11
and v. 14 are declared by Qohelet to be short-lived. These verses would thus be in
harmony with vv. 12-13 which declare that God-fearing ones will be vindicated
and the life of the wicked cut short. This thesis allows that shadow (v. 13) serves
as a synonym for hebel, along with the phrase “will not prolong days,” to convey
transience (as similarly in 6:12). Thus, the sense of the passage is coherent, the
tension resolved.68
67
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After proposing this idea, Miller explains several problems with the theory because it
occurs in an unusual context for “transience” statements. To resolve this problem Miller
eventually settles on an omnivalent sense for hebel in these passages which uses all
referents.69 This may be the case, but it is the observation above of transience which is of
most interest to the present study.
Though the present study differs in the specific understanding of how it is
employed, this study judges Miller’s proposed “transience” solution here to be elegant as
it accounts for the conceptual difficulties of the passage while also strongly supporting
the idea of transience as key in this passage (finding its ultimate expression in v. 14b). As
noted above, transience is a poor fit for hebel in vv. 10, but its presence in v. 14 resolves
much of the tension of the passage. One can feel hope because the unjust situation in this
world is temporary and transient. This is a complex solution, though all proposed
solutions to this difficult text face a host of difficulties. An annotated version of the text
of vv. 10-15 appears in the “Summary” section below to explain the flow of thought.
This study adds to Miller’s “transience” suggestion for this passage: whereas he
posits that the resolution of this passage is found in the fact that present injustices will
end, there is more to the story. What Qohelet is communicating here is that it is possible
both to believe the positive (the wicked will not prolong his days, v. 13), while also
recognizing that in a fallen world that truth does not always occur. Using the terms from
a previous section of this study, it is possible to believe the truths of Proverbs while
recognizing that they do not always work out in this world. Fearing God and holding to
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these truths can bring joy even amidst the sadness of a world which often breaks the
“rules” of Proverbs.
The presence of such a strong “transience” theme in this passage makes it an
excellent candidate for an Abel referent, an idea which is further supported by the
presence of the concept of death. Verse 14b recalls the plot of Gen 4, where Abel was
righteous and died undeservingly. Abel received the fate that Cain deserved and Cain
received long life when God put a mark upon Cain to stop people from attacking him
(Gen 4:15). What should have happened was not the reality.

Death as a Guarding Concept
Death shows up in this passage in a suggestive and unusual way in the statement:
“Then I saw the wicked buried.” This statement early on in the section then frames the
lament in v. 14 that the wicked receive what the righteous should have received, but did
not. Longman suggests that the context of these verses deals primarily with death, an
observation which this study agrees with.70 This not only places death squarely in the
context of this passage in several places, but in light of the previous references to Abel
and Genesis could also be indicative of a Genesis allusion here. Abel did not receive a
grave because Cain sought to hide his body, and the statement that “his blood cries out
from the ground” could tie here to this concept that Abel did not receive a grave as a
righteous person should. Seow notes here the importance of burial in the ancient Jewish
context: “Denial of a proper burial is a curse that the worst sinners were supposed to
suffer (Deut 28:25–26; 1 Kgs 14:10–11; Jer 16:4) …Qohelet observes that it is the
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righteous who are so forgotten. Such a situation is said to be hebel ‘vanity,’ something
that simply makes no sense and provides no assurance (v 10; compare Job 21:34).”71 This
passage combined with previous allusions to Genesis can be considered suggestive of
Abel, who was righteous and received no burial while his wicked brother lived on.
Though this reference to Genesis is not certain, the use of hebel here combined with the
emphasis on transience makes the possible connection with Genesis likely. In any case,
the reference to burial clearly frames the passage with the concept of death, the key
guarding concept that frames an Abel hebel referent.

Conclusion
The text and concepts here are certainly complex, but Miller’s solution of an
omnivalent use of hebel in many ways dodges the issue. The difficulty of this text is that
so many guarding terms occur that it is very nearly impossible to separate one likely
referent of hebel from another. Though the message and structure of the text remain
complex, the unity of concepts is resolved in a satisfying way when the concept of
transience and a connection to Genesis is made in the final use of hebel.
Qohelet struggles between what should be and what is. Thus, as Seow notes:
“Qohelet repeats his earlier assertion (in v 7) that one cannot understand the workings of
the arbitrary world (vv. 16–17).”72 In a world under the curse, it seems that so much of
what happens is completely arbitrary, whatever Proverbs might say about how the world
should work. Can justice be found? Qohelet never fully answers the question clearly, but
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rather poses a solution common to his writing: live your life. Provan writes: “Unable
finally to resolve the puzzle himself, he then characteristically advocates that the reader
get on with life and not worry too much about the details, which lie with God.”73 When
the world does not make sense, simply live and let God work out the details. Garrett
summarizes this point nicely:
From this consideration of injustice in the world, the Teacher now draws three
conclusions: (1) people should enjoy the good things life offers and not waste
themselves in vexation over the problem of evil (v. 15), (2) God has deliberately
made life unpredictable in order to thwart human efforts to master and control it
(vv. 16–17), and (3) God is showing us that all things are in his hands and not
ours (9:1).74
These repeated statements are important to the book because they prefigure the final
advice in the epilogue.

Annotated Text of Ecclesiastes 8:10-15
An annotated version of this passage is useful in demonstrating the complex flow
of thought:
10

Then I saw the wicked buried. [This is a travesty that introduces the theme of

death to the passage.] They used to go in and out of the holy place and were praised in
the city where they had done such things. This also is vapor. [Hebel can be understood
here in a multivalent sense which encompasses all possible referents, but could also
simply communicate the idea of “foulness,” as this fact is a stink in the reader’s nostrils.]
11

Because the sentence against an evil deed is not executed speedily, the heart of the

children of man is fully set to do evil. [Justice does not come quickly on the earth as it
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should, encouraging humanity to do more evil. In the context of “burial,” it is strongly
hinted that “the sentence” is death.] 12Though a sinner does evil a hundred times and
prolongs his life, yet I know that it will be well with those who fear God, because they
fear before him. [What should happen does not always occur, but that does not change
the fact that the righteous should still fear God. This is the consistent testimony of the
carpe diem passages in Ecclesiastes.] 13But it will not be well with the wicked, neither
will he prolong his days like a shadow, because he does not fear before God. [This is the
converse of the previous statement; justice may be broken, but that does not excuse
humanity from fearing God. “Neither will he prolong his days” continues the theme of
death.] 14There is a vapor [transience, indicated by the nearby presence of “shadow”]
that takes place on earth, that there are righteous people to whom it happens according to
the deeds of the wicked [what happens is death], and there are wicked people to whom it
happens according to the deeds of the righteous [prolonged life]. I said that this also is
vapor [Like Abel]. [The present order of things is transient. God will honor those who
fear Him, but living in a cursed world means experiencing things that obscure this truth.
Abel is the “go-to” example in Ecclesiastes of one for whom justice was reversed. This is
indicated through a use of hebel to refer to Abel which has already been established in
chs. 2 and 6 (see previous comments on those chapters.) 15And I commend joy, for man
has nothing better under the sun but to eat and drink and be joyful, for this will go with
him in his toil through the days of his life that God has given him under the sun. [Though
the world does not always work as it should, fear God and choose joy. The bitter truths of
the world are difficult and must be approached realistically, but it is not contradictory to
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fear God and choose joy in the midst of a cursed world. This idea will be echoed in the
epilogue of Ecclesiastes.]

Ecclesiastes 11:8-10 – A Negative Example
To prove the usefulness of the criteria for a possible Abel referent, it is helpful
now to provide a “negative” example: a usage of hebel which may on the surface seem to
be a likely candidate, but which lacks the necessary guarding concepts to establish this
connection. As this is a demonstration of the effectiveness of the Abel criteria in
excluding a usage of hebel, it is not necessary to fully examine this text. The text of 11:810 reads:
So if a person lives many years, let him rejoice in them all; but let him remember
that the days of darkness will be many. All that comes is vapor [hebel]. Rejoice,
O young man, in your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your
youth. Walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes. But know that
for all these things God will bring you into judgment. Remove vexation from your
heart, and put away pain from your body, for youth and the dawn of life are vapor
[hebel].

Allusion to Genesis
As most of the clear Genesis allusions in Ecclesiastes occur early in the book, it is
unlikely that there would be an allusion near this later passage. That indeed is the case:
no possible allusions or echoes of any strength have been noted by commentators or can
be found in the near context. Though this is not the sole or even the most important
indicator of the presence of an Abel referent, there is a noted lack of “priming” material
which would prepare the reader for a possible Abel referent.
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Transience as a Guarding Concept
This text on the surface seems to be a likely candidate for an Abel referent
because Miller assigns it a “transience” referent, which is often a key indicator of an Abel
referent. The difference between this occurrence of the “transience” referent and the
occurrences that have been previously examined is that the subject of transience here is
not life, but “days of darkness” (v. 8) and youth (v.10). When relating this idea to Abel,
there is no conceptual lineup. Because the life of Abel was short-lived, there was no
chance to lament the transient nature of youth. Thus the passage simply takes a
“transience” referent like 8:14a. This aspect of the Abel referent rubric fails in this
passage.

Death as a Guarding Concept
Death is not a key consideration in these verses. Though a possible connection to

death might be inferred from the statement, “So if a person lives many years…” in v. 8,
this would be difficult to establish. Rather than lamenting death as he often does, Qohelet
here is cautioning against being overly optimistic for two reasons: 1) there will be many
dark days and 2) youth does not last. Though these cautions fit with the overall somber
tone of Ecclesiastes, they do not invite the reader to think of death and thus these
instances of hebel are poor candidates for an Abel referent.
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Conclusion
Criteria which can be argued for in every usage of hebel are not helpful because
they are too broad, but this brief study has demonstrated that the proposed Abel-referent
criteria are restricted enough to identify only the most likely usages of hebel which refer
to Abel. This brief examination of a “non-Abel” text has sought to establish the viability
of the proposed Abel-referent criteria through the use of a negative example. Though this
passage hints at the idea of transience, it lacks the other important criteria that establish a
connection to Abel, thus making it clear that the Abel referent is not intended here.

Conclusions from Exegesis
This exegesis has sought first to further establish the probability of Genesis
allusions in Ecclesiastes through the exegesis of relevant texts. An examination of these
texts shows that there is cause to see a purposeful use of Genesis by Qohelet which is
strengthened by the likely reference to Abel in the usages of hebel in these texts. The
second major goal of this exegesis has been to test the criteria for a likely Abel referent in
usages of hebel in the selected texts. Though some of the examined texts are more likely
to have an Abel referent than others, the criteria established earlier on in this study has
shown itself to be useful in the process of establishing an Abel referent both in the
positive sense of most of the texts addressed here and in the negative sense of excluding
the final text of this study.
The overarching purpose of establishing these connections has been to build a full
and correct understanding of the way in which Qohelet uses the term hebel in his work,
and the present study has sought to push the understanding of this term further in terms of
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both proper understanding and in establishing a stronger connection to the key themes of
Genesis, most notably the backdrop of the curse as a leitmotif for the book. The proper
understanding of hebel is not only important in terms of linguistics, but in shedding light
on the understanding of Ecclesiastes as a whole. The implications of this understanding
of hebel for the study of Ecclesiastes as a whole will be addressed in the next section.

CHAPTER SIX: IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNDERSTANDING OF
ECCLESIASTES
Many scholars and commentators dismiss any suggestion of a strong coherence to
the structure and content of Ecclesiastes, favoring suggestions of multiple authors and/or
additions which account for the seeming contradictions within the book. Miller’s
symbolic view demonstrates strongly that not only is hebel the unifying term within the
book, but that the versatility of its usage shows a complex but understandable use of
wordplay and advanced concepts which suggests a great deal of unity within the book.
The addition of Abel as a referent of the hebel metaphor adds further support to
this framework because it incorporates the usages of Genesis 1-4 in Qohelet’s work that
have been noted by numerous scholars. This strengthens and provides further support for
both the hebel-symbol theory and the allusions from Genesis by synthesizing them into a
unifying major theme in the book of Ecclesiastes that centers upon the curse with Abel as
a key illustration of that theme. With this strong incorporation of the Genesis curse as a
backdrop for the understanding of Ecclesiastes a number of interpretive areas are
affected.

Common Approaches to Ecclesiastes
The first area that is significantly affected by a strong Abel/curse leitmotif for the
book is the “big picture” understanding of the framework of Ecclesiastes. The study of
Ecclesiastes is fascinating because although there is much agreement on the specific
exegesis of individual passages within the book, there is a shocking lack of unity in the
understanding what picture these pieces create when put together. The views of the main
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purpose of the book will be described in brief here, with an explanation of how the
present study provides clear support for the final view.1

The Repentant Solomon
This is both a very early and a very popular view of Ecclesiastes. According to
this view, Qohelet is King Solomon, looking back at the mistakes of his life and yearning
to teach others how to avoid them.2 Though 1 Kgs 11:9-10 makes it clear that Solomon
did turn away from the Lord, there is no further evidence indicating that Solomon
repented of his ways before death unless one assumes that Ecclesiastes itself is the record
of that repentance. Early Jewish interpretation favored the repentant Solomon view,
positing an unusual theory of the background of Ecclesiastes in The Targum of Qohelet.
The beginning of that work reads:
When King Solomon of Israel was sitting on his royal throne, his heart became
very proud because of his wealth, and he transgressed the decree of the Memra’ of
the Lord; he gathered many horses, chariots, and cavalry; he collected much silver
and gold, he married among foreign peoples. Immediately the anger of the Lord
grew strong against him. Therefore, He sent Ashmedai king of the demons,
against him who drove him from his royal throne and took his signet ring from his
hand so that he would wander and go into exile in the world to chastise him. He
went about in all the districts and towns of the Land of Israel. He wept, pleaded,
and said, “I am Qohelet, who was previously named Solomon.3
This work is early evidence of the repentant Solomon view, asserting that Ecclesiastes
was written by an exiled Solomon while a demon ruled in his place. Solomon, wandering
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view is less common and will not be addressed in this study. See Miller, Ecclesiastes, 217-220.
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and alone, reflects upon his error, writing Ecclesiastes to warn others away from his
mistakes. Though other works do not take such an extreme, demonic view of Solomon’s
repentance, this view is quite common. The most important text of the book in this view
is the epilogue; whereas the rest of the book records the search for meaning, in the
epilogue Solomon repents and sees where true meaning lies.
There are several problems with this view, the greatest of which is that the
Scriptures never record anything about Solomon’s repentance. The other great problem
with this view is that it sees most of Ecclesiastes as unnecessary because it is nothing
more than a book “of man ‘under the sun,’ reasoning about life; it is the best man can
do…”4 Other than the epilogue, this is a book with only earthly wisdom, with little to
offer the reader in terms of insight until the end when Solomon repents. A third issue
relates to issues of authorship. Miller offers these additional criticisms concerning a
flattening of the text of Ecclesiastes which are very helpful:
While parts of the book fit this scenario, particularly those that lament wickedness
and the futility of toil, it has several difficulties. Most significant, the speaker has
things to say that are unrelated to repentance or seem counter to it. Some
situations that he declares to be vapor and evil are matters outside a person’s
control, such as handing down wealth to one who did not work for it (2:21). In
addition, Qohelet is skeptical about the prospects for discerning what is good
(6:12) and exhorts his readers not to be too righteous (7:15–18). Finally, the
speaker does not hesitate to implicate God for various things (1:13), notably the
lack of justice in the world (6:1–6) as well as the fact that wise and foolish people
share the same fate (2:15–16). These matters, supposedly from one who is
repentant and who is calling others to repentance, are hard to explain.5
On the whole this view suffers from a wide variety of problems, though it is attractive to
many as an example of the importance and transforming power of repentance.

4

C. I. Scofield, ed., The Scofield Reference Bible: The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New
Testaments (New York; London; Toronto; Melbourne; Bombay: Oxford University Press, 1917), 696.
5

Miller, Ecclesiastes, 217.

101
The Preacher of Joy
This second view holds that Qohelet has two basic modes of thinking: reflection
on the hebel of life and reflection on the joy of life. The first type of reflection on the
difficulty and absurdity of life encompasses much of the book, and it is important to note
here that this reflection is not fakery: when Qohelet looks simply at the difficulties of life,
he sees despair. It is the second type of reflection that truly defines the book. When
Qohelet reflects on the joy that there is in life in the carpe diem passages, that is the real
point of Ecclesiastes. Miller describes the goal this way: “He first needed to convince his
audience of all the absurd vapor in the world. He did this not primarily to vent his own
frustrations but to motivate his audience to focus on the truly important things in life
despite all the absurdity.”6 Reflection is vital and necessary in the life of humanity
because one is able to receive God’s joy only by first reflecting on life’s difficulties.7 The
clearest proponent of this view is Whybray, though Walter Kaiser’s commentary likewise
takes this view.8
This view has less difficulties than the repentant Solomon view, but still suffers
from serious weaknesses. Though it integrates the carpe diem passages of Ecclesiastes
quite well, this view fails to clearly define how life can be hebel and yet joyful at the
same time. Why does one need to reflect on life’s difficulties to find God’s joy? These
matters are not made clear, leaving this view with many questions that do not have
satisfying answers. An additional problem is that by describing Qohelet as a teacher of
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joy, proponents of this view have a tendency to dismiss the difficult statements Qohelet
makes; an overemphasis on the teachings of joy often overshadows and explains away
Qohelet’s struggles with pain and frustration, which are very real. Understanding
Qohelet’s struggle with hebel as merely a teaching tool does not take the text seriously
enough.

The Skeptic/Pessimist
Proponents of the “pessimist” view of Ecclesiastes hold that Qohelet’s thinking is
completely negative. This is perhaps most popular in more recent commentaries,
Longman being an excellent representation of the more theologically conservative strain
of this view. He sees two theologies at work in Ecclesiastes: that of Qohelet and that of
the Frame Narrator. Longman sees Qohelet’s voice as undeniably negative, while the
more positive voice of the Frame Narrator in the epilogue provides a corrective to this
pessimistic theology. Longman’s understanding of Qohelet’s contribution is summarized
well in the introduction to his commentary when he boils Qohelet’s thinking down to the
idea that “Life is full of trouble and then you die.”9 In contrast, the Frame Narrator speaks
“revelation” into the book. Just as God’s voice balanced out the bad theology of Job’s
friends in the book of Job, the Frame Narrator in Ecclesiastes is intended to bring
orthodoxy to the “bad theology” of Qohelet.
Though attractive on many levels, this view creates a host of difficulties in the
interpretation of Ecclesiastes, the first and most important concerns the carpe diem
passages. Longman’s first comment on a carpe diem passage is representative of the way
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proponents of the pessimist view approach them. He explains of the passage: “In the
darkness of a life that has no ultimate meaning, seize upon the temporal pleasures that
lighten the burden.”10 In other words: life is hard and pointless, so enjoy yourself.
Longman comments in a similar strain on a later passage that is often taken positively,
(3:11) noting: “It is as if God is baiting or toying with his human creatures, giving them a
desire for something that is well beyond their reach.”11 This view sees the carpe diem
passages as a yearning for joys that are unattainable and therefore only cause more pain
for most of humanity. Other proponents of the pessimist view similarly explain the carpe
diem passages away as wishful thinking.12 Less conservative proponents of this view may
simply conclude that these passages are later additions to the book.13 In any case, the
carpe diem passages are not taken at face value because Qohelet is fundamentally a
pessimist.
The second difficulty with this view is that it tends to favor disunity over unity in
the book by seeing the epilogue as an addition and corrective to Qohelet’s theology.
Noted above, such a view presupposes that there could not possibly be a clear connection
between the negativity of the body of Ecclesiastes and the hope of the epilogue. Such a
view ignores the multi-faceted picture of the highs and lows of life that Qohelet
communicates and assumes a fundamental divide in the epilogue from the rest of the
material. Bartholomew offers insightful criticism of this line of thinking:
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Ecclesiastes is more nuanced than this. Qohelet demonstrates the futility of trying
to find meaning in a fallen world apart from remembering one’s Creator and
starting with the fear of the LORD, but he also affirms life, and he resolves this
tension at the conclusion of his journey precisely through his exhortation to
remember one’s Creator. Thus the futility Ecclesiastes exposes is that of trying to
find meaning while embracing human autonomy in a world that depends at every
point on its Creator.14
The pessimist view fails to fully recognize the complexities of Qohelet’s thoughts
throughout the book, assuming that his theology needs correction and that the epilogue
communicates something “more orthodox” than the body of Ecclesiastes.

The Realist
This position is in some ways similar to the “pessimist” view, but also quite
distinct from it in key areas. Whereas the pessimist view understands Qohelet to see life
as fundamentally meaningless, the realist view understands that Qohelet sees life as
frustrating. Rather than despairing of any meaning, Qohelet seeks to be an advisor for
those who are attempting to figure out how to live in a cursed world. Miller, a proponent
of this view, explains: “Qohelet can allow for many bizarre, ephemeral, and disgusting
things in life (hebel), yet not take a cynical approach to life as a whole. According to
advocates of this approach, Qohelet does not merely acknowledge pockets of good amid
life’s bleakness; he is also able to take all the uncertainty and tragedy and hold it together
with life’s good and deeply satisfying aspects.”15 Qohelet looks at the world and sees a
complex matrix of good and evil, seeking to figure out the best way to live amidst those
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complexities. As a result, this viewpoint takes the carpe diem passages very seriously
while holding them in balance with the main body of the text.16
The present study falls firmly in this camp because allusions to Gen 1-4 and Abel
help paint the picture of a Qohelet that struggles with the brokenness of the present world
under the curse of Gen 3. He longs for the perfection of Eden while living in a world that
instead offers “vapor” and a host of injustices. These issues have been explored in some
detail above but will be made more explicit in the following section. Maurer offers a
compelling description of how these pieces fit together into a consistent view:
The book is no longer the work of a skeptic, faltering in his faith in the face of a
meaningless world, and offering mainly responses inspired by Greek philosophy or
other ANE wisdom works. Rather, while painting a picture of a wise man’s
struggles with the truly unjust and unfair world under the sun, the book of
Ecclesiastes presents to the faithful an understanding of the source of the problem
in making clear connections with the fall narrative, offering them ways to cope with
this world and redirecting them to God’s guidance in the commandments and the
hope in God’s ﬁnal and absolute justice.17
The present study understands the “realist” view to best represent the content and purpose
of Ecclesiastes while integrating key themes and biblical allusions throughout the book.

The Curse as a Major Theme of Ecclesiastes
The addition of Abel as a referent for hebel in Ecclesiastes helps to build a case
for the idea that the curse is a major theme forming a backdrop for Qohelet’s reflections
in Ecclesiastes. Anderson most clearly supports this view, though it is latent in many

This is in contrast to the “Preacher of Joy” view, which describes the carpe diem passages as the
“true” teaching of the book.
16
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commentaries as well.18 A few examples are helpful in illustrating that this theme is
commonly recognized. Longman, though not seeing the curse as a major player in the
theme of the book, still writes: “His [Qohelet’s] perspective on the world and life is
restricted; he describes it as life ‘under the sun,’ that is, apart from heavenly realities,
apart from God. In other words, his hopelessness is the result of the curse of the fall
without recourse to God’s redemption.”19 Bartholomew likewise recognizes this theme,
commenting of humanity’s present existence: “In this era the whole creation still groans,
and thus Ecclesiastes remains a book of great pastoral and evangelistic significance as
believers and unbelievers struggle with the meaning of life amid its many enigmas.”20
Though not stated quite as explicitly, Seow adds to the conversation as well, writing of
Qohelet: “He does not mean that everything is meaningless or insignificant, but that
everything is beyond human apprehension and comprehension…Hence people must
accept what happens, whether good or bad. They must respond spontaneously to life,
even in the midst of uncertainties, and accept both the possibilities and limitations of their
being human.”21 Seow phrases matters differently, but he recognizes that Ecclesiastes
seeks to communicate truth about both the good and the bad in life. In other words, life
“under the sun” is not wholly meaningless and negative as some suggest Qohelet is
saying – it is complicated.

Anderson, “The Curse of Work in Qoheleth” clearly opts for a strong curse backdrop, though in
contrast to this study in other works Anderson interprets the book as a whole from a strong “pessimist”
viewpoint. See Anderson, Qoheleth and Its Pessimistic Theology.
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Viewing the curse as a major theme of Ecclesiastes reveals that Qohelet’s writing
explores both good and bad, joy and pain. This accounts for many more of the
complexities of the book, allowing the reader to accept that the same person can write
both that “Everything is breath!” and that “There is nothing better for a person than that
he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil,” without contradiction.

View of the “Carpe Diem” Passages
Though a full treatment of the carpe diem passages is not possible here, it is
valuable to explain how viewing Ecclesiastes in terms of Gen 1-4 and the curse affect the
interpretation of these passages; the impact of this interpretation on the understanding of
these passages is immense. As noted above, the carpe diem passages are a conundrum to
many in the study of Ecclesiastes. No matter which view of the book is taken, the
general hopefulness of these passages is difficult to integrate with the rest of the book.
On one side of interpretation are those that view the passages as the major teaching of the
book, while others variously view them as wishful thinking, a further expression of
despair or hedonism, or as later additions to the book intended to bring orthodoxy to
Qohelet’s writing.
The present study disagrees strongly with the idea that Qohelet is fundamentally
negative, which allows for the carpe diem passages to have a real and positive meaning
alongside the difficulties detailed in the rest of the book. This in turn allows for the
passages to speak on their own terms. Consider the first carpe diem passage in 2:24-26
(ESV):
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There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and find
enjoyment in his toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God, for apart from
him who can eat or who can have enjoyment? For to the one who pleases him God
has given wisdom and knowledge and joy, but to the sinner he has given the
business of gathering and collecting, only to give to one who pleases God. This
also is vanity and a striving after wind.
Proponents of the pessimist view see this text as negative, lamenting the fact that some
find joy in these things while Qohelet cannot. This negativity seems to strain the text
greatly, ignoring the plain meaning to strain out a negative understanding. Because it is
different in tone from the surrounding text, the average reader would see the meaning of
this passage as it seems on the surface: an explanation that joy can be found in some
things and that it comes from God. There is no need to reverse the clear meaning of the
text: joy can exist alongside suffering in fallen world. Longman even acknowledges the
fallenness of the world here, writing:
What follows is Qohelet’s advice for those who live in a fallen world. Qohelet
then encourages the reader to eat and to drink…Nonetheless, Qohelet here
probably does not advocate total license. After all, he has already informed us that
ultimate meaning is not found in pleasure (2:1–11) …In reality, however, even
this limited enjoyment is beyond human achievement.”22
Longman is correct that this is Qohelet’s advice for living in a fallen world, but does not
allow that advice to affirm a positive view of the world in Qohelet’s thinking. In the final
verse (26) Qohelet does return to his main idea, however, even in the midst of earthly
enjoyments that come from God, we must remember that these pleasures are temporary,
for “This too is hebel.” Because life is lived in a fallen world, there are both considerable
difficulties and also experiences of God’s goodness.
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Much of the purpose of the carpe diem passages is captured in Bartholomew and
Meek’s view of these passages as a kind of “vision of Eden.” The shared vocabulary
(examined in chapter 3) reveals Qohelet’s longing for Eden while living in a cursed
world. This fits well the Verheij’s observation that Qohelet is attempting to rebuild a type
of Eden. Bartholomew explains of these passages: “Eating and drinking and enjoying
one’s work are an expression of the shalom that God intended for his creation and
humankind in particular. It is the vision evoked with Eden in Genesis…Thus Eccles.
2:24–26 is neither a despairing response to hebel nor an answer to what has preceded…It
is rather an alternative vision set in contradictory juxtaposition to the conclusion of hebel
that Qohelet’s epistemology leads him to.”23 In other words, the carpe diem passages
long for a world in which the declarations of hebel are unnecessary, encouraging the
reader to live as though the injustices of the world are gone. Enjoy food. Enjoy your
spouse. Live life fully, even though it is hard. When the theme of the curse is present and
acknowledged in Ecclesiastes, the carpe diem passages need not be flattened but can be
allowed to demonstrate their multifaceted explanation of what it means to be human.

The Epilogue
Finally, when the driving theme of Ecclesiastes is seen as “living life in a cursed
world,” it is not necessary to see the Frame Narrator as a corrector of Qohelet’s theology.
With this viewpoint, the epilogue changes from a tacked-on attempt to bring orthodoxy to
Qohelet’s ranting into a fitting close to the book as a whole. The difficulties of life have
been explored throughout most of the book, but the goodness of life has also been
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displayed in the carpe diem passages. What is left to say then? In light of all these
difficulties, how should one respond? The epilogue in essence says: “Live in this
difficult world, but still seek God in this difficulty. Honoring Him is where meaning may
be found.”
This view brings a much greater unity to the structure of the text than many hold.
Enns ultimately takes this view, writing in his comments on the epilogue:
Ecclesiastes is not a book about the faithlessness of a disobedient Israelite,
whining about how bad things are and told at the end by the narrator to buck up.
The wise king Qohelet has seen it all and is at the end of his rope…and the frame
narrator says in effect that God’s solution to even this level of despair is the fully
counterintuitive admonition to keep acting as if you trust God, keep acting like an
Israelite—fear and obey.24
Using this framework Qohelet and the Frame Narrator can be seen to be in agreement and
Ecclesiastes can be seen as a unified whole.

Further Support in the Canon
This study’s understanding both of hebel and of Ecclesiastes as a whole are
echoed by the New Testament as well. Though the original context and understanding of
a text should always be examined first, that has been accomplished in this study. Now
additional support from the New Testament may be added which demonstrates that, far
from being an unusual or novel theory, this view of Ecclesiastes is supported by ancient
readers as well. In examining the fuller biblical context for possible uses of Ecclesiastes,
it is seen that the complications of life are explained by the curse of Gen 3.
One passage in particular is cited by many commentaries as a New Testament
reference point for understanding the concepts of Ecclesiastes. Rom 8:18-21 (ESV) reads:
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For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing
with the glory that is to be revealed to us. For the creation waits with eager
longing for the revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to
futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope that the
creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the
freedom of the glory of the children of God.
Here Paul employs the word used in the LXX for hebel in the Greek version of
Ecclesiastes: ματαιότης. The creation has been subjected to the curse, which is the
source of the difficulties Qohelet (and everyone) experiences. Some scholars see this
verse as an intentional reference by Paul to Ecclesiastes and therefore also a solution to
Qohelet’s experience through the hope of freedom from the curse.25 Anderson also picks
up on the idea that Paul is citing Ecclesiastes when he writes: “Perhaps the curse of
Genesis 3:14-19 is a metonym for the whole of creation – because the effects of the Fall
seem to pervade every dimension of creation.”26 He then adds support from the New
Testament in the footnote: “As a Jewish midrashic, Paul seemed to endorse this
understanding of Gn. 3. See Rom. 8:19-24.”27
This connection is important because it further supports the viability of the curse
as a major theme in the book of Ecclesiastes. Paul in Rom 8 addresses many issues that
stem from a broken world, then uses the term that the LXX uses for hebel, suggesting a
connection between the two in his mind. Though more study needs to be conducted in
this area, this New Testament association of Ecclesiastes to matters of the curse and the
frustrations of humanity helps to show that there is support for a curse interpretation of
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Ecclesiastes early on in the New Testament period. Viewing the curse as a major theme
of Ecclesiastes reveals that Qohelet’s writing explores both good and bad, joy and pain.
This accounts for many more of the complexities of Ecclesiastes, allowing the reader to
accept that the same person can write both that “Everything is breath!” and that “There is
nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his
toil,” without contradiction.

CONCLUSION

This study has noted the many difficulties in defining the term hebel in the book
of Ecclesiastes. Though there is no easy solution to this issue, the best explanation that
accounts for the message of Ecclesiastes and the varying uses of hebel is that the word
functions as a metaphor with several referents. Taking into account the compelling
evidence that Ecclesiastes makes repeated allusions to Gen 1-4 both verbally and
conceptually, it is likely that Qohelet uses hebel as a further allusion to Gen 4 and the
character Abel.
Conceptually “Abel” does not fit every instance of hebel in Ecclesiastes, but it is
likely that Qohelet intends Abel as a metaphorical referent for hebel in passages that
speak strongly to the transience and brevity of life, and that are guarded by a concept of
death in the near context. These possible Abel referents are made more likely by clear
allusions to Genesis in the near context. The viability of this criteria and these references
has been established in chapter 5 of the present study.
Through this use of an Abel referent for hebel, Qohelet recalls the created order in
Eden and shows the reader that life often seems to lack the meaning and purpose that it
had in Eden. Rather than the paradise of Eden, life is transient and often absurd like the
life of Abel, the first recorded person to suffer death after the Fall. Rather than
experiencing the paradise of Eden, humanity lives under a curse whose origin and effects
are illustrated throughout Gen 4 and Ecclesiastes: Toil does not produce what it should
and death is the great equalizer for all, whether wise or fool, righteous or wicked.
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Life on earth is not entirely meaningless and devoid of joy (see the carpe diem
passages in Ecclesiastes), but must be lived under the shadow of the curse that causes the
truths of Proverbs to so often fail. Though this disconnect is frustrating, the call of
humanity is unchanged. Understanding Ecclesiastes through this framework prepares the
reader for the epilogue in 12:13-14: “The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God
and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. For God will bring every
deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil.” Though life is
difficult, it is not without hope or a purpose. Though difficult, life on earth is more than
mere “vanity” – it can and should be lived in light of God’s commandments in the hope
of a future restoration of Eden.

APPENDIX A: USES OF  הבלIN ECCLESIASTES WITH ABEL REFERENTS NOTED

1:2
1:14
2:1
2:11
2:15
2:17
2:19
2:21
2:23
2:26

3:19
4:4

4:7-8

4:16
5:7
5:10
6:2
6:4

Hebel of hebels, says the Preacher, hebel of hebels! All is hebel.
I have seen everything that is done under the sun, and behold, all is hebel and a
striving after wind.
I said in my heart, “Come now, I will test you with pleasure; enjoy yourself.” But
behold, this also was hebel.
Then I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had expended in doing
it, and behold, all was hebel and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to be
gained under the sun.
Then I said in my heart, “What happens to the fool will happen to me also. Why
then have I been so very wise?” And I said in my heart that this also is like Abel.
So I hated life, because what is done under the sun was grievous to me, for all is
hebel and a striving after wind.
and who knows whether he will be wise or a fool? Yet he will be master of all for
which I toiled and used my wisdom under the sun. This also is like Abel.
because sometimes a person who has toiled with wisdom and knowledge and skill
must leave everything to be enjoyed by someone who did not toil for it. This also
is like Abel and a great evil.
For all his days are full of sorrow, and his work is a vexation. Even in the night his
heart does not rest. This also is hebel.
For to the one who pleases him God has given wisdom and knowledge and joy, but
to the sinner he has given the business of gathering and collecting, only to give to
one who pleases God. This also is hebel and a striving after wind.
For what happens to the children of man and what happens to the beasts is the
same; as one dies, so dies the other. They all have the same breath, and man has no
advantage over the beasts, for all is like Abel.
Then I saw that all toil and all skill in work come from a man’s envy of his
neighbor. This also is hebel and a striving after wind.
Again, I saw hebel under the sun: one person who has no other, either son or
brother, yet there is no end to all his toil, and his eyes are never satisfied with
riches, so that he never asks, “For whom am I toiling and depriving myself of
pleasure?” This also is hebel and an unhappy business.
There was no end of all the people, all of whom he led. Yet those who come later
will not rejoice in him. Surely this also is hebel and a striving after wind.
For when dreams increase and words grow many, there is hebel; but God is the one
you must fear.
He who loves money will not be satisfied with money, nor he who loves wealth
with his income; this also is hebel.
a man to whom God gives wealth, possessions, and honor, so that he lacks nothing
of all that he desires, yet God does not give him power to enjoy them, but a
stranger enjoys them. This is hebel; it is a grievous evil.
For it comes in hebel and goes in darkness, and in darkness its name is covered.
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6:9
6:11
6:12
7:6
7:15
8:10

8:14

9:9
11:8
11:10
12:8

Better is the sight of the eyes than the wandering of the appetite: this also is hebel
and a striving after wind.
The more words, the more hebel, and what is the advantage to man?
For who knows what is good for man while he lives the few days of his Abel-like
life, which he passes like a shadow? For who can tell man what will be after him
under the sun?
For as the crackling of thorns under a pot, so is the laughter of the fools; this also
is hebel.
In my Abel-like life I have seen everything. There is a righteous man who perishes
in his righteousness, and there is a wicked man who prolongs his life in his
evildoing.
Then I saw the wicked buried. They used to go in and out of the holy place and
were praised in the city where they had done such things. This also is hebel.
There is a hebel that takes place on earth, that there are righteous people to whom
it happens according to the deeds of the wicked, and there are wicked people to
whom it happens according to the deeds of the righteous. I said that this also is like
Abel.
Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your hebel life that he has
given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at
which you toil under the sun.
So if a person lives many years, let him rejoice in them all; but let him remember
that the days of darkness will be many. All that comes is hebel.
Remove vexation from your heart, and put away pain from your body, for youth
and the dawn of life are hebel.
Hebel of vanities, says the Preacher; all is hebel.
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